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The Body, the Screen, and Representations: An Introduction to 
Theories of Internet Spectatorship 


Individuals do more than use the Internet and computer; they are instructed to 
personalize things and follow rules. They are also encouraged to interact, find commu- 
nity, and identify with representations that "live" within Internet "space." For 
instance, an instant messenger client offers the "ICQ Universe," Cheap Tickets directs 
the viewer to "just click, you're there,” and a webcam site is "just my little space on 
the web which houses me .” 1 Through these devices, Internet sites and computer inter- 
faces address the individual, depict the kinds of bodies that are expected to engage, 
and render and regulate the spectator. Spectatorship affects how settings and interfaces 
are understood and helps to shape larger conceptions of self and society. The signifi- 
cance of such positions should encourage academics to further incorporate spectator- 
ship into Internet and new media studies. Academics, journalists, programmers, and 
users might also consider these forms of spectatorship because hardware, software, and 
Internet settings increasingly facilitate communication and analysis. Nevertheless, few 
extended critical considerations exist in this area. This book introduces Internet and 
computer spectatorship and provides theoretical models that readers can employ 
when considering other settings. Internet and computer spectatorship is conceptual- 
ized through apparatus and feminist psychoanalytic film theories, art history, gender 
studies, queer theory, race and postcolonial studies, and other theories of cultural 
production. I provide general comments and detailed case studies of how spectator- 
ship is constructed in synchronous MOO settings, women's webcams, net art web 
sites, the Virtual Places graphical "chat" setting, digital imaging, and sites that describe 
programmers' bodies. 

The bodies of Internet and computer spectators are rendered through a variety of 
visual and textual strategies. An active and empowered Internet "user," who is in con- 
trol of the interface, situated within the screen, and moves actively through Internet 
"space," is suggested by AOL's striding yellow figure and the interface hand, which 
appears when manipulating software and hypertext links. "Welcome" messages and 
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links that are labeled "enter" indicate that there is a way for the spectator to get into 
the setting. For instance, the American Association for the Advancement of Science's 
report on the "Ethical and Legal Aspects of Human Subjects in Cyberspace" uses an 
image of Leonardo da Vinci's Vitruvian Man, which employs geometry to indicate that 
all aspects of the body are rational and knowable, and directly maps him onto the 
computer screen (figure I.l ). 2 The image supports the report's claim that there are sub- 
jects "in" or within Internet "space," suggests that the gender of this subject is male, 
depicts his arms and legs encompassing the whole screen, and indicates that he con- 
trols the technology. Gateway's depiction of a young male student, who is standing in 
front of a chalkboard, drawing a laptop, and preparing to materialize his every tech- 
nological desire, evokes Harold's creation of a world in Harold and the Purple Crayon 
and also suggests a male control of the technology . 3 



Figure 1.1 

American Association for the Advancement of Science, "Ethical and Legal Aspects of Human 
Subjects in Cyberspace," 1999, 15 Sept. 2004, <http://www.aaas.org/spp/dspp/sfrl/projects/ 
intres/main.htmx 
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Web sites that market computer technologies address particular kinds of Internet 
and computer spectators by suggesting what they look like. For instance, the IBM site 
features an overhead image of a white man working with his laptop and a depiction 
of a white man standing confidently in the doorway, while some undifferentiated fig- 
ures sit in the background. 4 The images and texts on the IBM site suggest that it is 
offering "Resources" for "Business," "Government," "Education," "Investors," and 
"Journalists" and "Jobs at IBM" to white men. In a similar manner, Logitech presents 
a businessman who is standing, suited, slipping a mouse into his briefcase, and on the 
move (figure 1. 2). 5 When images of women appear in these advertisements, they are 
often lounging and reclining, ignoring the technology, engaged socially rather than in 
business transactions, and available for the visual contemplation of the spectator. 
Standing or squarely sitting male figures suggest authority, coherence, control, and 
engagement while reclining females, who are often positioned on a diagonal, provide 



Figure 1.2 

Logitech, "Logitech — Leading Web Camera, Wireless Keyboard," 15 Aug. 2004, <http://www 
.logitech.com/index.cfm?countryid=19&languageid=l>. 




The Body, the Screen, and Representations 


a way for the viewer to look upon the women, visually enter the picture plane, and 
suggest her immobility, laziness, and reduced control. For instance, below Logitech's 
image of the male businessman is an advertisement for webcams and video dating that 
features a woman sitting near the computer, her head tipped to the side and her 
mouth open in laughter, performing for the camera and a prospective date, and not 
working with mouse, keyboard, and screen. The Dell computer web site also represents 
a white woman lounging in the grass and looking-up expectantly, with her laptop 
almost cut out of the picture . 6 Her similarly tilted head and welcoming smile suggest 
that she is greeting the spectator and welcoming "his" view of her. 

Representations of these available women situate white heterosexual men in a 
familiar spectatorial position. Other individuals may find it more difficult to engage. 
Risks exist in identifying what race and ethnicity look like, but it is important to note 
that there are few images of people of color working with computers or standing in an 
authoritative way on web sites marketing computer technologies . 7 Women and people 
of color are more likely to be depicted lounging together in social and leisure settings 
and using such technologies as stereo systems, headphones, and boom boxes. These 
images threaten to perpetuate stereotypes about unruly urban behavior because the 
groups depicted with stereo equipment are often comprised of people from the African 
diaspora, Asians, Latinos/as and other people of color. Microsoft does depict a white 
woman, a white man, and a black man arranged on a diagonal, which directs the spec- 
tator's attention to the question: "Are you ready for the new school year?" (figure I .3). 8 
The white woman in the foreground is half cropped out by three edges of the image, 
so close that her face becomes blurry, and she is looking down rather that meeting the 
spectator's view. The black male is pushed to the background, slumped, mostly 
blocked by the middle figure's shoulder, and also looking down. Only the white male 
figure addresses the spectator and is sitting erect and "ready." 

Depictions of eager white male heterosexual computer users, which appear in 
Wired, other media sources, and Internet forums, are not surprising since the web sites 
for computer graphics designers, gamers, and programmers implicitly address these 
individuals and often include renderings of sexualized female bodies for their pleasure. 
Computer-generated depictions of nearly naked women with large breasts, narrow 
waists, and puckered lips regularly appear on web sites for computer graphics software 
and related hardware. For instance, ATI Technologies presents a computer rendering 
of "Ruby" looking down provocatively and inviting the spectator to look at her . 9 
Ruby's large breasts, narrow waist, and expanses of pale skin are still partially mapped 
with the kind of grid used in rendering her. This suggests that she is forever adjustable 
to the desires of male viewers. The otherwise naked body of another light-skinned, 
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Figure 1.3 

Microsoft, "Microsoft Corporation," 14 Aug. 2004, <http://www.microsoft.com/>. 

computer-generated woman is only partially concealed by NewTek's spiraling 
LightWave 3D logo, which hovers in front of her breasts and directs the spectator's 
attention to her cleavage. 10 Web sites, software boxes, and other forms of advertising 
present fairies, swimming mermaids, and other scantily clad fantastical female figures 
as appropriate output. 11 These renderings indicate the kind of images and spectatorial 
positions that should be produced by Internet and computer technologies. 12 

Employing the term "spectator," when considering these Internet and computer 
settings, indicates how individuals are looking at representations, are acknowledged or 
displaced by visual and textual addresses, and gain an understanding of the setting 
and their experiences through narratives and renderings. This approach is significant- 
ly different from engaging with Internet and computer technologies as unbiased tools, 
which are directed by individuals and always under their control. My use of the term 
is intended to suggest how Internet spectators continue to be rendered and regulated 
by technologies and representations and to reference apparatus and feminist psycho- 
analytic film theory, feminist art history, and visual culture studies. As it is currently 
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employed in film theory, spectator indicates "an artificial construct" that is produced 
and animated by the apparatus and cultural beliefs. 13 Spectatorial positions do not 
exactly describe the experience of any individual, but all viewers are addressed and 
shaped by media forms. Spectatorship indicates the processes of watching and listen- 
ing, identification with characters and images, the various values with which viewing 
is invested, and how these ideas continue even after the spectator has stopped 
viewing. 14 

My use of the phrase "Internet and computer spectator" and the term "spectator- 
ship" also indicates a commitment to employing theory in order to understand texts 
and an interest in developing hybrid critical models that can assist in analyzing 
specific Internet and computer settings. Theories by such film scholars as Mary Ann 
Doane, Christian Metz, and Laura Mulvey are an important part of this book. 15 Their 
work has emerged from or even articulated apparatus and feminist psychoanalytic film 
theory, a set of methodologies that sometimes overlap and at other times are resistant 
to the other discourse, and their theories continue to inform research about spectator- 
ship. These approaches were first articulated in the 1970s, influenced by the work of 
Sigmund Freud and Jacques Lacan, and their limitations have generated lively debates 
and other forms of media history, criticism, and theory. 16 Theories of film spectator- 
ship are paralleled, informed, and influenced by philosophers' inquiries about the 
rendering of the subject and literary critics' concern with the production of the read- 
er. 17 This introduction addresses the significance of such literature and suggests its 
productive redeployment for Internet studies. However, my intent is to provide the 
reader with critical revisions of these and other methodologies, which are suited to 
specific Internet settings, rather than an account of apparatus and feminist psychoan- 
alytic film theory and the debates that continue in the field. Critical works by Judith 
Mayne; Robert Stam, Robert Burgoyne, and Sandy Flitterman-Lewis; Kaja Silverman; 
and a variety of other scholars successfully outline and critique psychoanalytic 
models of film theory. 18 

Film theorists indicated, in the 1970s, that Hollywood cinema represented the 
desires and beliefs of modern Western industrial countries. 19 While psychoanalysis can 
be problematic and reproduce these underlying myths, it also provides ways to under- 
stand and reveal the invisible ideology of cinema, society, and aspects of sexual differ- 
ence, including the cultural construction of femininity and masculinity. 20 These 
myths that society lives by and assumes to be part of a natural and unproblematic 
reality also tend to provide the spectator with mastery and stability. 21 Nevertheless, the 
spectator is subjected to the power of another vision and assumes positions with 
significant cultural ramifications when viewing the cinema and Internet sites, reading, 
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and listening. Most film theorists differentiate between the subject, or the position 
that is assigned to the film viewer by the varied aspects of the cinema, and the view- 
er, or the person who watches a film, but the differences in these positions have never 
been fully resolved. Doane distinguishes between the subject and the individual, and 
she relates the cinematic subject to the psychoanalytic investigation of the spectator, 
but this book is more aligned with Mayne's indication that the term "spectator" indi- 
cates some level of distrust in fully separating the subject from people . 22 In Internet 
and computer viewing, the forms of spectatorship articulated by the technologies and 
representations are constantly acted out by using the system. 

Apparatus theorists like Jean-Louis Baudry and Christian Metz describe a centered 
spectator who is "within" and in front of the screen and the power that is derived from 
such a position . 23 While these film theorists tend to suggest that viewing provides 
cohesion and mastery, the psychoanalytic models they employ indicate that whole- 
ness is an illusion. Despite contradictions in their work, the theories of Baudry and 
Metz help explain and critique how Internet images render coherent and empowered 
spectators. Mulvey's apparatus-based approach, Doane's theory of masquerade, and 
more recent feminist scholarship provide important methods for considering the pro- 
duction of male Internet spectators and the forms of identity and embodiment that 
are not acknowledged . 24 Mulvey attributes the production of sexual difference, or the 
articulation of inscribed male and female positions, to the structures of pleasure and 
identification that occur in classical cinema. She indicates that the subject of the gaze 
is male, and his empowered position is supported by the camera's viewpoint, while its 
object is female, and she exists in order to be viewed . 25 A version of such positions is 
articulated by web sites marketing computer technologies, computer-generated images 
of women that are rendered in order to be erotically enjoyed, and depictions of bod- 
ies in textual and graphical communication settings. Doane's theory of a female gaze 
and women's indication that they also operate webcams and other Internet technolo- 
gies can help rethink these culturally produced positions . 26 

Theories of spectatorship and the gaze are also employed in considering other 
cultural forms . 27 Formalist examinations by Michael Fried and Clement Greenberg, 
which are concerned with the internal terms and questions of art, conceive of the 
spectator as a disembodied eye that sees and surveys everything . 28 John Berger's 
account, which is distinctly different from their formalist investigations, indicates that 
paintings and other static visual images produce particular ways of seeing. He critiques 
the ways the spectator is gendered as male and suggests that spectatorship is based 
on a binary opposition between men who "act" and women who "appear ." 29 Griselda 
Pollock and other feminist art historians provide more detailed analysis of gendered 
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forms of looking, apply psychoanalytic film theory to static visual images, and con- 
sider the relationship between constructed spectators and historical viewers . 30 Pollock 
resists formalist analysis, which is based on "eyesight alone," because it does not 
address the embodied positions and identities of spectators . 31 Her indication that 
traditional renderings of space establish gendered spheres and forms of spectatorship 
suggests that there are also problems with depictions of Internet space. 

Apparatus theory can be complicit with its object of analysis and produce limited 
conceptions of women . 32 Feminist psychoanalytic film theory challenges this absence 
of viable positions for women and indicates that the female spectator articulated com- 
pletely by her sex does not exist, as Doane argues, except as "an effect of discourse" 
and the "focal point of an address ." 33 Feminist theorists are also concerned that 
psychoanalytic models of spectatorship do not consider physical people, simplify and 
misunderstand psychoanalysis, ignore the historical specificity of viewers and film 
production, rely solely on the camera obscura as the model of vision, do not consider 
how some genres address women, leave no possible positions for women's spectatori- 
al resistance, and fail to consider issues of class, ethnicity, race, sexuality and other 
forms of difference . 34 Apparatus and feminist psychoanalytic film theory have limita- 
tions, which need to be questioned, but they also offer the most comprehensive 
critical approaches to film as well as significant methods, especially when adjusted to 
acknowledge problems, to address Internet and computer spectatorship . 35 Academics, 
critics, and spectators should always question theoretical choices but exceptions to 
critical models do not indicate that they are always unproductive. E. Ann Kaplan 
argues that psychoanalytic theory explains the myths that society lives by at a partic- 
ular time and can be employed critically without accepting that the narratives of 
sexual difference are real and necessary . 36 In this book, apparatus and feminist psycho- 
analytic film theory are combined with other critical models to interrogate the forms 
of spectatorship that are promised by Internet settings and to indicate when these 
positions are not delivered. 

The term "spectator" is rarely employed in Internet settings and in academic and 
popular literature about these sites, perhaps because it emphasizes the processes of 
reading and viewing. I intend for the term "spectator" to evoke the concept of the 
Internet user but disagree with Anne Friedberg's notion that computer "'users' are not 
spectators, not viewers ." 37 Looking is a significant aspect of Internet and computer use. 
Yet Internet viewing is sometimes referred to as lurking, which indicates that when 
spectators are looking, reading, and thinking, they benefit from the shared ideas 
without contributing . 38 References to Internet and computer spectatorship should 
highlight how individuals spend time reading and viewing as well as writing and 
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interacting. A discussion of spectatorship and the structuring of the individual can 
foreground the passive aspects of engagement and the mediation of the screen. These 
elements are downplayed because they do not support the concept of an active and 
animate Internet. However, it is also the case that no spectator is a completely unmov- 
ing and passive receiver of ideology. In her work on spectatorship, Mayne encourages 
theories that complicate such dualistic thinking as "critical" and "complacent" spec- 
tatorship . 39 I hope to offer similarly complicated theories of Internet and computer 
spectatorship, which focus on the ways spectators are constructed by the technologies 
and cultural narratives, and to indicate that resistance is difficult but possible. While 
it is tempting to write an account that is completely about the possibility of "opposi- 
tional gazes" and alternative spectatorial positions, this does not provide the critical 
strategies needed to consider the ways Internet spectators are constructed. 

Using terms like "spectator" and "spectatorship" can produce an uneasy experience 
or even a sense that the wrong term is being employed because of how we have been 
trained to understand Internet and computer settings. However, this rupture can also 
provide opportunities to examine Internet representations. My use of this and other 
critical vocabularies is not meant to be an overarching dismissal of the ways meaning 
and value are produced for setting participants. Instead, my descriptions should indi- 
cate my own attractions to Internet and computer technologies and my resistance to 
some of what results. I have also employed the term "user" in other research, in my 
everyday speech, and to a more limited extent in this book. However, the term 
presents problems when performing close textual analysis and critique because it is so 
embedded in the language that renders particular notions of the Internet and comput- 
er. The concept of the user and Internet use, which suggests that something is put into 
service and employed, is also problematic because it makes these settings and 
technologies appear to be completely under the spectator's control . 40 

Academics like Espen Aarseth employ "user" because it indicates all the "textual 
practices that can be observed or imagined," is "ambivalent," and suggests "active par- 
ticipation and dependency ." 41 Aarseth's description of the user as an employer and 
dependant is promising. However, the construction and regulation of the Internet and 
computer spectator remain largely unnoted. George P. Landow indicates that technol- 
ogy "empowers those who possess it, those who make use of it, and those who have 
access to it ." 42 Friedberg suggests that the "'user' interacts directly with the framed 
image on a small flat screen ... to manipulate what is contained within" it . 43 
Narratives about interactivity produce spectators and replace visual contemplation 
with a discourse about agency and participation. Such Internet forms as instant 
messaging (IM), "chat" settings, and "bulletin boards" are constantly contextualized 
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with descriptions of talking, participating, entering a spatial environment, and being 
connected with "real" people. These visual and textual representations of Internet 
activity and empowerment displace the more static processes of Internet looking and 
reading, the significant ways interactions are scripted, limitations on what can be 
manipulated, and how some individuals are disempowered. 

Considerations of spectatorship indicate that media forms are "culturally signifi- 
cant events" and have an effect on viewers even after they disengage from a particu- 
lar representation . 44 Diane Carr notes the intense correlation between spectator and 
manipulated computer representation and observes that viewers often respond to 
gaming by "flinching when their avatar bangs their head” and moving when the 
avatar changes position . 45 Her indication that avatars are "our emissaries and, at least 
to a degree, our doubles," which is repeated in dictionary definitions and synchronous 
communication setting descriptions, suggests how identification continues after 
leaving the screen. The ways spectators are structured to engage and society's ideas 
about the medium determine the questions that can be asked and whether the repre- 
sentational aspects of stereotypes can be perceived and critiqued. All of this suggests 
that there are significant ramifications of how Internet and computer representations 
downplay the computer screen, processor, and constructed viewing positions. Internet 
and computer spectatorship has an even more consequential effect on identification 
than do film and other media because the spectator spends significant amounts of 
time engaging with computers; computers and networks also appear in film, televi- 
sion, and print advertising; dream or trance-like experiences are often part of the 
engagement; the connection with characters and other representations can be intense; 
and there is an idea that the spectator is part of the setting, people are alive, and 
bodies are accessible through the Internet. 

Highlighting the processes that render spectatorship indicates how Internet and 
computer settings function and provides ways to oppose dominant narratives about 
viewing that would otherwise shape individual experiences. These strategies of 
resistance include emphasizing the limits and failures of the technology, examining 
how Internet and computer positions do not meet the promised cultural ideals, and 
depicting producers who are a different age, gender, race, and sexuality than those 
proscribed by cultural norms. Focusing on spectatorship also provides a broader 
understanding of the function of Internet and computer representations, the con- 
structed aspects of Internet settings, and the ways that texts and images become 
spatial environments, material objects, and embodied human subjects. I quote a vari- 
ety of sources, which are commonly available to Internet spectators, to support the 
arguments in this book and provide references for the information. I try to be 
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sensitive to the ways spectators produce and use Internet and computer settings and 
critical of the problems and stereotypes that are instituted. Guidelines exist for ethical 
Internet research, which all Internet researchers should note. 46 However, the tenden- 
cy in these documents to conclude that all Internet research is human subject research 
does not address the deeply produced aspects of Internet settings and the humanities 
methods that apply when writing about such representations. 47 

The guidelines of the Association of Internet Researchers (AoIR), which I con- 
tributed to in a small way, encourage academics to consider whether "participants" are 
"best understood as 'subjects' (in the senses common in human subjects research in 
medicine and the social sciences) — or as authors whose texts/artifacts are intended as 
public." 48 The AoIR document poses important questions about different types of 
research, disciplinary approaches, existent guidelines, and the ethical research models 
already established in particular countries. However, it does not address how Internet 
settings convey cultural forms rather than physical authors. This book considers the 
texts of cultural producers and highlights how Internet depictions of artists, authors, 
designers, programmers, and spectators are rendered as real. A different set of critical 
models is employed in each chapter because there is no theory that fully explains the 
ways Internet and computer interfaces produce spectatorial positions. These critical 
approaches include apparatus and feminist psychoanalytic film theory, gender and 
queer theory, conceptions of technological failure, ideas about reader response and 
authorship, fan and hypertext studies, postcolonial theory, issues of photographic 
reproduction, and discourses about morphing and the fold. In some cases, these mod- 
els are used in different configurations in other chapters to suggest how academics, 
journalists, programmers, and viewers can continually restructure theories to address 
particular Internet and computer settings. 

Chapter 1 describes how spectators are produced by Internet settings, provides an 
introduction to the academic and popular discourse about Internet engagement, and 
presents methods that can explain how sites function. Internet and computer settings 
are often represented as a space that the spectator can enter, a place where real objects 
and bodies exist, and as living things. These depictions of materiality, renderings of 
the empowered user, addresses that appear to acknowledge the individual, sign-up 
forms that render binary gender, and conventions of the monitor and computer 
design are important to note because they structure the spectator's experience. For 
instance, a brief analysis of web-based sign-up forms, where the spectator must indi- 
cate a binary gender and "male" is usually listed above or before "female" on the form, 
indicates how traditional genders and desires are reproduced. Males, who are often 
presumed to be the employer of many of these interfaces, are promised a right to 



12 The Body, the Screen, and Representations 


technology through such devices. However, when the flaws in the technology and 
representations are highlighted, they present some problems with understanding 
Internet spectatorship as inherently empowered and the spectator's position as co- 
herent. A close analysis suggests that despite the cohesive position that the spectator 
is promised, fragmentation and confusion are a constant aspect of Internet 
spectatorship. 

Chapter 2 indicates how spectatorship in Lambda and other MOOs (multi-user 
object-oriented settings) is produced through writing and system-generated texts. The 
textual processes of looking and gazing, which seem to allow the spectator to view real 
bodies, can be understood through feminist theories of the gaze by Mary Ann Doane, 
Judith Mayne, Laura Mulvey, and Renata Salecl and Slavoj Zizek. 49 The "gaze" and the 
"look" are privileged terms in these settings because of the programming decision to 
associate information inquiries with the typed command to "look ccharacter or object 
name>." The constructed nature of the MOO character, which is literally produced by 
text, is partially concealed by the insistence that the metaphorical sight of the look is 
the equivalent of truth. The virtual look of certain characters, which seem able to pen- 
etrate into any "space" in order to examine other characters and determine their 
gender, renders an empowered spectatorial gaze. The mastering gaze of spectators and 
characters and the voyeuristic terminology of MOO commands, which include 
@watch, @peruse, @kgb, @fbi, @scope, glance, @peep, and @gawk, perpetuate a series 
of limiting identity constructs. Understanding how the look functions and developing 
critical methods to consider Internet identity processes can also inform studies of 
other Internet and computer settings. 

Ideas about looking also play a significant part in women's webcams. I reflect on 
the functions of women's webcams in chapter 3 and argue that the webcam spectator 
cannot fully achieve the empowered looks and erotic engagement with bodies that are 
promised. Instead, the presence of the camera, delivery failures, and webcam opera- 
tors who refuse to meet the spectator's demands are common aspects of this form. 
Feminist considerations of spectatorship and the gaze, which are established as impor- 
tant methodologies for Internet study in chapter 2, and critical considerations of 
closeness and voyeurism, by Noel Burch, Mary Ann Doane, and Christian Metz, offer 
techniques for considering the position of the webcam spectator and operator. 50 Being 
intimately close to the screen, which is a basic aspect of computer spectatorship and 
is highlighted by the functions of the webcam form, is related to the confined cinema 
viewing positions that are associated with women and culturally coded as undesirable. 
The webcam spectator may have less control than expected, but women operators 
exert authority and achieve agency through their visibility. While spectatorship is 
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being culturally and technologically reconceptualized, the webcam form and its fail- 
ures, which are produced by the technologies and operators, offer some unique oppor- 
tunities to intervene in the ways certain versions of gender and sexual difference are 
produced through spectatorship. 

The spectator also engages with intentional failures in many net artworks. Chapter 
4 describes how net artists like Jodi, Peter Luining, and Michael Samyn reflexively 
quote the technological failures of Internet technologies. Jodi's %20Wrong, Luining's 
D-TOY 2.502.338, and Samyn's The Fire from the Sea have been described as formalist, 
but they do more than consider the medium because they employ misquotation, 
misdirection, and interface breakdown in order to question the Internet's ordinary 
effects and critically comment on its vernacular. 51 Theories of failure and repetition, 
by such authors as Judith Butler, Jonathan Crary, and Stuart Moulthrop, provide ways 
to critically consider the political effects of these artworks. 52 Net art may encourage the 
spectator to address the medium or allow the initiated spectator to engage while 
others are prevented from understanding. An aesthetic of failure can invite the spec- 
tator to critically look at technology, reproduce power discrepancies, or become no 
more than a style. 

The Virtual Places (VP) graphical "chat" setting also provides opportunities to con- 
sider how spectators engage with Internet art forms. Chapter 5 suggests how the 
setting-specific reading and meaning-making practices of VP help the spectator 
understand avatar images as both bodies and original artworks. VP painters make 
avatars from previously produced material — mostly from music, movies, and erotic 
magazines and web sites — and offer them to other participants in web-based paint 
shops. VP presents some uncommon concepts of authorship, cultural works, and the 
ways that previously produced materials should be identified and treated. Painters 
tend to conceptualize the avatar images that they "cut" from popular sources, using 
software commands as originals while preventing the reuse of avatar images on other 
VP sites. Fan, hypertext, and other theories of authorship by Roland Barthes, Jay 
David Bolter, Rosemary J. Coombe, Henry Jenkins, and George P. Landow offer vital 
ways to understand how such texts are read. 53 However, academic claims for the lib- 
erating potential of subcultural practices are not mindful of the tendencies in VP and 
other Internet settings to reinstitute hierarchical structures and traditional concep- 
tions of the body. Combining these theories with feminist, postcolonial, and queer 
theories of authorship, including works by Nancy Hartsock, Trinh T. Minh-ha, Edward 
Said, and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, provides models that are more attentive to gender, 
race, and sexuality issues and can indicate how power is reinscribed. 54 
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Chapter 6 indicates how Carol Setter, Susan Silton, and Ken Gonzales-Day fore- 
ground their digital image production processes and the resultant viewing positions. 55 
The popular tendency to refer to digital images as "photographic representations," 
"digital photography," or "post-photography" connects computer imaging to photog- 
raphy, encourages the spectator to understand these representations as records of real 
things, and limits the critical interventions that can be performed because the 
mediated and produced aspects of the image are elided. The work of Roland Barthes 
and other photography and apparatus theorists provides ways to address digital 
engagements and cultural conceptions of photography. 56 Theories of folding and mor- 
phing by Gilles Deleuze and Vivian Sobchack offer further methods for articulating 
the occurrence of fragmented and disempowered Internet and computer viewing. 57 

When Internet and computer spectators indicate that their bodies are fat, folded in 
chairs, painful, and unruly, they also contradict the narratives about empowered users. 
The afterword considers the many self-identified male programmers who write in 
Internet forums about their soft flesh, "extra" weight, and long periods of time 
slumped in computer chairs. These programmers represent male flesh in ways that are 
quite uncommon in physical settings, and their descriptions deserve more attention 
since women have long been identified with the body in Western society. The connec- 
tion between men and mind is continued in early cyberpunk fiction and in Ray 
Kurzweil's and Hans Moravec's artificial intelligence narratives, which indicate how 
men will leave the "meat" behind. Depictions of seated and folded viewers and the 
writings of Susan Bordo, Luce Irigaray, and Klaus Theweleit offer a different way to the- 
orize the body of the Internet and computer spectator, resist some of the narratives 
about users, and consider how other forms of spectatorship may be less vertical than 
expected. 58 

These chapters indicate that there are reasons to simultaneously address Internet 
and computer settings, academic and popular descriptions, and the construction of 
the spectator. For instance, the most common image of the spectator is the rendering 
of white and white-gloved hands that are part of the interface. 59 The computer's arrow- 
shaped cursor, or pointer, turns into a pointing and clicking hand when "mousing" 
over web links and a grasping hand when programs or images can be changed. These 
hands move when the user manipulates the mouse, emphasize the relationship 
between physical hand and representation, and indicate "where" the spectator is in 
the setting. The different images of the hand render an empowered user who can 
point, move, grasp, and touch. The depictions of hands stand in for the whole body, 
suggest that the individual can enter the setting, and provide complicated messages 
about race. Spectators become attached to these hands because they chronicle actions 



The Body, the Screen, and Representations 15 


and options within the setting. However, these hands do not equally represent all 
individuals. They tend to be white, light pink, or white and gloved, and they provide 
spectators with constant messages about what individuals who use Internet and com- 
puter settings look like. 

The indication that Internet spectators are white continues with the images that 
appear on web sites. For instance, the representations that accompany the Ask Jeeves 
search engine site depict the computer interface as a Caucasian butler . 60 His hands are 
positioned in order to evoke the pointing, clicking, and mousing hand of the inter- 
face . 61 Whether white or a pale pink, the hands of the Ask Jeeves butler, hand-pointer 
of the interface, references to hands in IM emoticons, and the evaluative thumbs-up 
hands of web sites race the interface. The white hand-pointer acts as a kind of avatar, 
supports other renderings of the body, and becomes "attached" to depictions of 
Caucasians in advertisements, graphical communication settings, and web greeting 
cards. It may seem that the white color of the hand is a design convention and is need- 
ed to make the interface hand visible against varied screen backgrounds, but the arrow 
and cursor are often black, outlined in white, and quite visible. Instead, the white 
hand-pointer suggests a racial "inside" and "outside" in Internet and computer 
settings . 62 Visual analysis, critical race studies, and postcolonial theory offer methods 
to further address the implications of this device. Without such possible interventions, 
the representation of the Caucasian individual's hand, which seems to float over 
various landscapes, promises that some spectators can possess all situations and 
terrain. 

This book provides theoretical models for rethinking aspects of the interface, 
including the hand-pointer, and critically using Internet sites and computer software. 
Each case study indicates a strategy and critical concept, which include gazing, close- 
ness, failure, reading and meaning making, morphing, and folding that can be used to 
engage with and question Internet and computer representations. I suggest instances 
in which Internet and computer settings provide new techniques of control and 
theorize strategies of resistance. However, it is unwise to presume that such interven- 
tions are available to all spectators or that they will prove powerful enough to always 
disable dominant modes of representation. This book is meant to model another 
language for thinking about, writing, and viewing the Internet. It is my hope that this 
analysis and language encourage a reconceptualization of the Internet and computer. 
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Making Computer and Internet Spectators 


Introduction 

The continued appearance of the computer hand-pointer, when engaging with soft- 
ware programs and web sites, suggests how overarching conventions continue even 
when the spectator is focused on one site or type of operation. The parameters of 
Internet and computer engagement are produced by software and operating system 
design, visible screen icons and screen savers, the monitor and computer processor, 
and previously conveyed conceptions of the Internet and computer. For instance, 
some of the icons that are used for various programs — and that are often saved to the 
visible setting of the computer, or the "desktop" — encourage the spectator to conflate 
material bodies and objects with Internet and computer representations. Email soft- 
ware is indicated with icons of addressed paper envelopes and mailboxes so that the 
asynchronous communication, which these programs manage, is conceptualized as 
mail. The use of the envelope icon in cell phone voice message indicators and on- 
screen digital cable provider updates also connects email to forms that are materially 
and conceptually different from envelopes and letters. After an unsuccessful attempt 
to get a malfunctioning hotel voice message system to work, I confusedly referred to 
it as a "mailbox" because of the envelope icon on the phone. As these representation- 
al systems and my related mistake suggest, spectatorship is shaped by metaphors, 
depictions of materiality, renderings of the empowered user, direct forms of address, 
questionnaires that enforce traditional identity categories, and the downplaying of the 
interface. 

A variety of devices in Internet and computer settings make representations seem 
like an extension of the spectator's lived space. Referring to the computer screen image 
even metaphorically as the "desktop" encourages the spectator to understand the 
accompanying images as a continuation of the desk, home office, or workplace . 1 
Friedberg indicates that the rendering of "familiar objects in space," which is a part of 
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interface design, is in response to the increasingly digital aspects of images. 2 Ken Hillis 
describes the ways space is employed in virtual reality technologies and suggests that 
the effects of such representations need to be more carefully considered. 3 The problem 
with these spatial metaphors and analogies is that they elide computer representations 
and processes, make images seem like material things, and suggest that the spectator 
can enter the interface. Garnet Hertz's icons for Elmer's glue, fried rice, milk, red tape, 
and a myriad of other things playfully suggest how physical objects are reproduced 
through computer operations (figure 1.1). 4 However, his representations, as well as 
other icons, include renderings of white and light-skinned hands that reach out as if 
the spectator can manipulate a material object and have direct contact with the screen. 



Figure 1.1 

Garnet Hertz, "Desktop_10jpg. 832x264 Pixels," 21 Nov. 2003, <http://www.conceptlab.com/ 
desktop/img/desktop_10.jpg>. 
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Hertz's hands reference the interface hands and, as I have already suggested, 
become "our" hands if we can mesh with these depictions. The accompanying indica- 
tion that certain spectators have license to touch, view, and acquire is particularly 
disturbing when using the pointing and grasping hand to engage with images of 
women and people of color. These representations articulate Internet and computer 
spectators by producing a setting that discourages others from engaging . 5 Anna Everett 
is concerned with the computer start-up message and its "Pri Master Disk, Pri. Slave 
Disk, Sec. Master, Sec. Slave," which indicates that some programmers choose to base 
Internet and computer culture on a "digitally configured 'master/slave' relationship ." 6 
Programmers also employ varied visual representations and erotic terms to facilitate 
their desires and fantasies. For example, the "finger" utility can be used to gain infor- 
mation about those logged into a system and has resulted in phrases like "I fingered 
her ." 7 Such computer narratives make Everett and others at least temporarily hold 
back from engaging. At the same time, white male spectators are encouraged to believe 
that they possess an extended power and have entered the screen. 

Rendering Liveness, Materiality, and Space 

Spectators are encouraged to accept Internet conventions because the setting is depict- 
ed as animate, physical, and unmediated. Academic and popular writing indicate that 
the Internet is populated . 8 For example, Esther Dyson suggests that "the Net includes 
all the people, cultures, and communities that live in it ." 9 Luciano Paccagnella 
describes the Internet as a "dense bazaar inhabited by all kinds of people ." 10 Alan J. 
Munro, Kristina Hook, and David Benyon indicate a computer-facilitated "area" where 
people engage with each other . 11 The Internet appears to provide a nutritive environ- 
ment in which physical bodies exist because graphical-"chat"-setting avatars are 
described as "your presence in the virtual communities growing inside two and three 
dimensional virtual worlds ." 12 However, Jennifer Gonzalez indicates that spectators 
should resist the idea that people are situated inside the screen . 13 Descriptions of pop- 
ulated Internet "environments” tend to erase the produced and stereotyped aspects of 
Internet settings. 

Sherry Turkle encouraged the idea that things are alive and people have entered the 
Internet and computer by titling her book Life on the Screen . 14 Norman K. Denzin 
alludes to Turkle when he refers to "Life on the Net" and "Internet Life ." 15 Yahoo! and 
Ziff-Davis uphold this animate vision of the Internet and the idea that people are 
inside the system by calling their magazine Yahoo! Internet Life. The Internet is ren- 
dered as if it were a living thing when Paccagnella describes "logs and messages taken 
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from the actual life of a virtual community ." 16 According to the character Fritz, in Buffy 
the Vampire Slayer, "information isn't bound up anymore; it is alive .'' 17 Of course, 
Internet "information," "logs," and "communities" are facilitated through writing and 
visually depicting. Fritz's high valuation of the Internet and his insistence that "if you 
are not jacked-in, you are not alive" evoke the narratives of mainstream cyberpunk sci- 
ence fiction literature . 18 The cyberpunk genre, which has modeled some of the ways 
programmers and other people understand Internet technologies and continues to 
affect how we talk about the Internet, has also provided accounts of nonhumans being 
alive . 19 Such novels as Dreamships, Neuromancer, and Synners depict artificial intelli- 
gence roaming the net . 20 Characters like Dixie Flatline, in William Gibson's 
Neuromancer, were dead but somehow still present within the computer system 
through software facilitation. 

Computers are often spoken about as if they were animate. Phrases like "it told me" 
are used to describe system error notices and other software-generated texts. The idea 
of a corporeal screen and processor is supported by web-based greeting cards that 
express concern about computer "bugs" and "viruses," mourn the "death" of a favored 
system, and provide "congratulations on your new arrival," with a depiction of a stork 
delivering an iMac "baby" to a celebrating couple . 21 The technological and screen- 
based qualities of computers are often elided when they are depicted as a form of body. 
These renderings include images of the computer with a face that projects out beyond 
the screen surface and Microsoft Office's reinterpretation of the help system as a live- 
ly computer that appears to sulk when ignored. These depictions collapse the distance 
between spectator and screen and justify the spectator's conversation with the box. 

The first sentence of Gibson's Neuromancer indicates that physical settings and 
screens will combine. In his dystopian narrative about the future, "the sky above the 
port was the color of television, tuned to a dead channel ." 22 Gibson begins 
Neuromancer with a gray screen, but he ends it with live programs, cyber "space," and 
populated interfaces. He further supports the notion of embodied and navigable 
networks by stating that everyone he knows "who works with computers seems to 
develop an intuitive faith that there's some kind of actual space behind the screen ." 23 
Gretchen Barbatsis, Michael Fegan, and Kenneth Hansen suggest that "it is childlike 
to think that the people and places are somehow actually behind the screen, in that 
box," but "we nonetheless engage the computer screen as a gateway to another 
place ." 24 Jan Fernback indicates that the metaphors used to describe the Internet and 
computer are "‘place centered”’ and then insists that "there is a there there .'' 25 Fernback 
reaches a different conclusion than does Jonathan G. S. Koppell in "No 'There' There: 
Why Cyberspace Isn't Anyplace ." 26 Koppell has argued that the use of spatial and 
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navigational terms depicts the Internet as a tangible place, but that this is not the 
case . 27 The spatial vernacular that accompanies Internet and computer settings makes 
it seem as though spectators can enter the Internet, be synonymous with characters 
and other depictions, and directly engage with other people. 

Henry Jenkins indicates that people are invested in Internet and computer repre- 
sentations, children sway with the game character's movement on the screen, and we 
"speak not just of controlling the characters but of 'owning' the space of the game ." 28 
The notion of Internet space is produced through a variety of devices. There are 
described progressions and architectural settings, the labeling of certain sites as 
"home," maps that make it seem as though the user can move between rooms, and 
renderings of the computer screen and box as spatial. Webcam operators encourage 
the spectator to "enter the life of a college student .'' 29 Aerial images of cities, like the 
one on the Art Institute of Chicago's site, make it seem as though the spectator can 
enter a physical space . 30 The edges of the aerial view are blurred so that the "outside" 
cannot be articulated, but the rendering promises a way of moving in on a tangible 
view. AOL's instant messenger depiction of a figure standing inside an open doorway, 
which "buddies" see when the spectator is starting to use the program, also suggests 
movement and a shared "Internet space." 

Browser icons and the animated logos, which are in the upper right corner of the 
frame and technically just signal when data is being downloaded, refigure the specta- 
tor's experience so that it seems like movement through physical locations. For 
instance, some of Microsoft Internet Explorer's animated download logos depict an 
"e" with a transparent globe and planetary ring that passes across it. This rendering of 
an available world, which appears to move at the spectator's command, suggests that 
browser-based viewing is global contact and travel. Browser names transform the spec- 
tator into an "explorer" and "navigator" who is guided with Netscape's animated 
lighthouse logo, star strewn sky, and ship's wheel. NetLingo defines "navigate" as the 
"act of moving around the Web" where "you move from one computer to another and 
from one server to another ." 31 Lev Manovich renders a similar spatial progression 
when he notes that "following hyperlinks, the user 'teleports' from one server to 
another from one physical location to the next ." 32 The spectator seems to be posi- 
tioned in the setting because the reading experiences and textual aspects of hypertexts 
are displaced. Frank Odasz goes so far as to describe "networking" as "the highway to 
commute to work ." 33 Despite these ongoing narratives about Internet-facilitated 
movement, Tarek and other programmers indicate that they spend "eight or more 
hours of sitting and slouching" per day . 34 The Internet and computer spectator is sit- 
uated in front of the screen. However, the concept of Internet travel displaces the chair 
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and sitting. Seated positions, which are considered in more detail in the afterword, are 
perceived as lazy, an aspect of "goofing off," and are not culturally respected in the 
West . 35 

Internet "movement" makes it seem as though the spectator has a high level of 
agency when engaging with Internet settings. Microsoft's Internet Explorer offers the 
"go" menu, and its advertising campaign appears to directly address the spectator 
when asking, "Where do you want to go today?" Andrew L. Shapiro suggests that 
Microsoft's "motto places the individual at the center of the action. It asks you where 
you will go, what you will do, with whom you will interact" and tries to convince 
spectators that they are in control while depriving them of options . 36 As Shapiro's 
comments suggest, computer interactivity often means adopting pre-scripted narra- 
tives and buying things. Nevertheless, the browser's "click-able" arrows, which are 
labeled "back" and forward" in some versions of Explorer, turn site viewing into spa- 
tial and directional engagements and suggest that spectators can go anywhere they 
desire. There always seems to be the possibility of "returning" because a house or direc- 
tional arrow indicates that spectators can regain their original location. I sometimes 
think or even speak terms like "back," "forward," and "home" when using browsers 
and other software because it is difficult to develop another vocabulary. However, 
browsers provide temporal engagements that take up lived time; there is no return to 
a pre-existing state. 

Notions of the Empowered User 

There is an often-held belief, which is encouraged by the renderings of software man- 
ufacturers and Internet sites, that users with increased capacities produce, change, and 
control settings and selves. For instance, Alain J-J. Cohen argues that the spectator has 
been replaced by the "hyper-spectator" who can choose an infinite number of 
positions. According to Cohen, "He/she/it is both plastic and modular, sexually poly- 
morphous and transnational, switching sex, class and anthropology at a click of 
prostheses — the mouse or the remote control ." 37 He indicates that spectators are 
reconfigured by new technologies. However, people are already articulated within an 
age, class, ethnicity, gender, race, and sex system and think of themselves through 
these terms . 38 New technologies, which Cohen indicates will afford an escape from 
normative identity, already provide distinct messages about ideal spectatorial posi- 
tions and appropriate forms of engagement. For instance, narratives about Internet 
engagement are gendered and raced. Being from the African diaspora, Asian, Latino/a, 
or from an indigenous culture is often noted in character and profile descriptions, 
while being Caucasian is presumed to be the default and is ordinarily not mentioned. 
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Such concepts as "surfing" seem to suggest a relaxed way of engaging with the 
Internet that has nothing to do with articulating normative identity. However, surfing 
also renders spectatorial power and control because it is understood as "the ease with 
which an expert user can use the waves of information flowing around the Internet to 
get where he wants." 39 This use of male pronouns, which is presumed to be a way of 
representing everyone, has an even more insidious effect when describing Internet 
and computer settings because computer programmers and other empowered users are 
often believed to be men. Justine Cassell and Henry Jenkins indicate that boys use 
computers more frequently than girls and that even kindergarten children believe that 
video games are more appropriate for boys. 40 Some recent studies indicate that women 
are using the Internet more than men but their engagement is still associated with 
web-based shopping and IM and men continue to be aligned with the technology. 41 
While the relationship between men and technology is reinforced by ongoing indica- 
tions that the typical Internet user "is a fat middle-aged man," such narratives may 
also undermine men's right to power with dismissive references to weight and age. 42 

There are numerous narratives about the power of Internet and computer specta- 
torship, but there are also representations of spectatorial failure. The parodying of 
error messages by net artists, fears about Y2K problems, renderings of failed Microsoft 
products, and depictions of frustrated individuals suggest that there is often an unbal- 
anced distribution of power between the spectator and technology producer. These 
renderings can call into question cultural narratives about the user's right to power 
and control of the computer apparatus. For instance, web-based greeting cards depict 
the disastrous arrival of Windows or one of the three "catastrophes" of all times that 
literally cracks the monitor case and leaves it smoking, the Windows 98 logo holding 
the computer and presumably the spectator hostage at gunpoint, and the inexplicable 
disasters that result from simple computer operations. 43 Of course, such representa- 
tions also articulate a power and knowledge difference between spectators and pro- 
grammers. Women's and abjectly figured men's lack of control is often contrasted with 
programmers' skills. The articulated differences in informed users and "clueless 
newbies," such as the urban myth about the person mistaking the CD-ROM drive for 
a cup holder, allow for the continuation of hierarchy. 

Addressing the Spectator 

The problems with spectatorial authority are at least partially displaced by ongoing 
indications that individuals choose and shape texts. The Internet spectator is targeted 
with pronouns like "you" in order to make it seem as if the text is produced specifically 
for the individual. This direct address, which is also used in such television 
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genres as home improvement shows, home shopping programs, MTV, news, sporting 
events, and talk shows, encourages the viewer to have a more personal engagement . 44 
Direct address appears to acknowledge personal interests while allowing the media 
producer to render an even more detailed version of the spectator's desires, viewing 
behaviors, and buying habits. The Internet is like commercial television in that it 
"constantly addresses, appeals, implores, demands, wheedles, urges, and attempts to 
seduce the viewer ." 45 MOOs, web sites, and other Internet interfaces use direct address 
to support the idea that the Internet is "many to many" — individuals are "communi- 
cating" with individuals — and that spectators can actively achieve their particular 
desires. Of course, the intent of direct address is to produce longer engagements with 
sites and better buying habits. Direct address renders an I/you relationship and an 
implied face-to-face communication in order to inform spectators about the appropri- 
ate ways to engage. There are constant instructional greetings to "sign in" and "enter." 
Web sites use cookies so that they can target the spectator by name or alias and make 
it seem as if they have a personal interest. After signing in or being "recognized," the 
named spectator is greeted with Yahool's "Welcome!," Travelocity's "Welcome back" 
and "Hi,” the "Welcome to Cheap Tickets!,” and a variety of other greetings . 46 

The Amazon bookseller site uses direct address and a variety of other devices in 
order to make it seem as if its web site "store" is designed according to the individual's 
desires. Personalization begins on Amazon's first page, with a "hello" to the returning 
consumer, a promise that "we have recommendations for you," and a rendered series 
of options that include "your favorite stores," "your recommendations," "new for 
you," and "your bargains ." 47 A sort of "home page" called "about you" can be com- 
pleted with a photo and description of interests as well as the opportunity to write and 
review reviews, create book lists, post a "wish list," and make a favorite people list. 
Many of these options are organized around the purchase of books and other objects. 
Internet sites, even more than television programs, remind the spectator that “you are 
the 'you' it wishes to speak to ." 48 Amazon's and other companies' direct addresses, 
reminders of the opportunities that they provide, and instructions are designed to 
convince spectators to accept their scripted role and reply by buying. 

Amazon's personalization options seem to allow spectators, who are depicted as 
active users, to write into the system and program it according to their desires. Lev 
Grossman indicates that Amazon's "Customer Reviews" system and the Internet are 
"narrowing and blurring" the "rift between professional writers and their readers by 
giving the readers a chance to talk back ." 49 Fan fiction and hypertext critics use simi- 
lar arguments and indicate that the Internet breaks down the hierarchy between 
readers and writers. Nevertheless, the Amazon "conversation" that Grossman 
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describes is accompanied by a mandate to "order," "explore," and "rate items." Many 
Internet cultural producers, as suggested in chapter 5, use Internet settings to establish 
their own authorial and artistic worth. Despite the indications of Grossman, web sites, 
and other Internet settings, spectatorship is not always so active. For instance, the 
Amazon "page you made, by you, for you, in real time" is a site "based on your recent 
clicks" rather than designed by you. 50 Amazon and other web sites indicate that they 
offer lived experience and a personally selected engagement, but many of the features 
are preproduced and coded by the setting. 

Stabilizing Identity 

Some spectators use the Internet with the idea that personal information cannot be 
verified and, as Steiner's cartoon asserts, the idea that "on the Internet, nobody knows 
you're a dog." 51 Steiner's portrayal of Internet anonymity is repeated in the numerous 
web-based greeting cards that depict animals employing computers. 52 In Virginia 
Shea's often-quoted "netiquette" guidelines, she indicates that spectators are not 
judged according to their age, body size, class, and race because of Internet anonymi- 
ty. 53 The Jargon File attributes hackers' "gender- and color-blindness" to their engage- 
ment with text-based communication, but as the afterword indicates, many instances 
of intolerance exist. 54 Celebrations of anonymity persist in academic and popular writ- 
ing and in Internet settings, but there are also increasing attempts to make Internet 
sites more reliable and the identity of spectators more verifiable. 

Web "portals" like Google, Microsoft Network, and Yahoo! seem to resolve confus- 
ing views, information that is disconnected from authors and other sources, and 
problems with verifying vendors because they provide a clearly named and visually 
constant setting through logos and other design devices. They offer a variety of ser- 
vices, which include "chat" rooms, classified services, email, film and television sched- 
ules, games, maps and travel information, music, shopping, searching, news articles, 
stock quotes, and weather reports, so that there is no need to view other sites. 55 Even 
Amazon tries to mime the portal by consolidating varied stores and selling strategies 
under the Amazon logo, diversifying content, and offering a "messages" link, which is 
another preproduced mandate to buy. 56 Portals seem to offer reliability, safety, and 
stability because of their architectural narratives, consolidation of services, and recog- 
nizable status. 57 Yahoo! describes its "wallet" feature, which allows spectators to store 
their credit card information, as "Safe, Simple, Secure." 58 However, "security" produces 
traditional notions of body and identity because of the kinds of information that these 
sites require in order to get an account. 59 
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The spectator is instructed to "sign up to personalize Yahoo !" 60 This personalization 
results in a loss of privacy because Yahoo! and other similar sites require the spectator 
to submit revealing information in order to get an ID and password. The Yahoo! form 
has sections for "First Name," "Last Name," and "Zip/Postal Code," and pulldown 
options for "Language & Content," "Gender," "Industry," "Title," and "Speciali- 
zation ." 61 Spectators have to submit to being gender coded in order to get an 
account . 62 The only gender choices that Yahoo! offers on the form are "male" and 
"female." Once the profile is edited, and notification is provided that the information 
will be visible, the gender and identity listed on the form circulate among participants 
because "default" and active profiles are viewable in a number of ways . 63 It is encour- 
aging to note that the gender on the default profile is listed as "No Answer" rather 
than the binary gender that the spectator selected during the sign-up process . 64 
However, spectators can search Yahoo! profiles by gender . 65 The initial form and inter- 
face indicate that there is no place outside of binary gender, the spectator begins with 
a clearly articulated gender identity, and the only possible option other than "male" 
and "female" is to choose not to answer. Some spectators notice the enforced kinds of 
identity that the form produces and that the site is making them. Other spectators just 
develop a more fixed Internet identity. 

The legal notices on these sites are designed to regulate the gender and other pro- 
file information that spectators provide. Web-based email accounts and other services 
require the spectator to consent to the terms of service and privacy policy agreements. 
For instance, Yahoo! asks spectators to agree to "provide true, accurate, current and 
complete information about [themselves] as prompted by the Service's registration 
form ." 66 Yahoo! clearly indicates that refusing to identify within the proscribed codes 
can result in account termination and denial of future services. Losing an email 
account and Internet "identities" can be significant because people rely on these 
accounts for work, to correspond with friends and family, and to participate in a vari- 
ety of forums. Even spectators who knowingly provide different information on the 
form are affected because the system articulates acceptable categories. The notices 
interpret the empty parts of the form and creative responses as a withholding of infor- 
mation and fictitious answers, both of which can result in legal action. Through the 
notices and other effects, these sites underscore traditional forms of identity and indi- 
cate that there are risks and limits to anonymity for their spectators. 

The forms of spectatorial identity that are produced by Yahoo! are also instituted in 
other Internet settings. Such sites as Excite, GeoPortals, Go, and Netscape also have 
"male" and "female" options that must be designated in order to get an account. The 
spectator who chooses not to select a gender will be prompted to provide this infer- 
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mation and cannot complete the registration process without submitting to this cate- 
gorization. The Microsoft Network options are "Male," "Female," and "Prefer not to 
disclose." 67 On Lycos, there is no gender menu but the "Title" category forces the spec- 
tator to choose between "Mrs., Ms., and Mr." 68 Such gender-neutral but class-conscious 
addresses as "Dr." and "Esq." are not available. These sites inform spectators that even 
with the Internet, as Geo notes, "gender must be specified." 69 Power is also frequent- 
ly reinscribed along with gender differences. They often list the male option above or 
before female on the form, which suggests that males are more likely to use these 
Internet settings or that they are better than females. 

In settings with fewer reasons for verification, Internet spectators should be able to 
produce identities in a variety of ways. However, IM systems and other forms of 
Internet communication are also increasingly requiring the name, age, gender, and 
email address of spectators before providing accounts. This is a notable change since 
these settings were celebrated for the opportunity to choose different genders. The 
Delphi Forums bulletin board has "Male" and "Female" options. 70 The ICQ instant 
messenger client registration form has sections for "Your First Name," "Your Last 
Name," and "Your Age," as well as a pulldown form for "Your Gender." 71 By employ- 
ing the pronoun "your" in the registration form, ICQ directs the questions to the spec- 
tator's physical state and indicates that questions should not be answered about an 
alternate or constructed identity. 

Spectators could represent themselves in different ways but systems like Yahoo! 
make binary gender an implicit and explicitly visible aspect of Internet identity for- 
mation. Yahool's sign-up form explains that "this information will help us personalize 
various areas of Yahoo! with content that is relevant to you" and, more recently, that 
"Yahoo! will try to provide more relevant content and advertising based on the infor- 
mation collected on this page and on the Yahoo! products and services you use." 72 ICQ 
also provides different spectatorial experiences once gender is selected because collect- 
ed information is used to "fit offerings to you as an individual." 73 Commercial sites use 
the information from registration forms in order to attract advertisers interested in 
reaching particular populations. They also sell it to aggregators who use the data to 
understand Internet trends and continue to resell this information for profit. However, 
artists and other noncommercial sites also employ gender questions on their forms. 
For instance, Ken Goldberg's Ouija 2000 artwork includes "Male" and "Female" 
options and requires registration in order to "play." 74 There is no essential body type 
or set of desires that women share. 75 However, the ways spectators are addressed and 
explanations of how demographic information is used indicate that Internet sites pro- 
duce differences. For instance, Yahoo! enforces desire along with binary gender. The 
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spectator who is not signed in is encouraged to "give fate a nudge. Find your match, 
post a free ad ." 76 However, the female identified spectator is additionally coaxed to "go 
on, he's waiting ." 77 Yahoo! displaces the possibility of bisexuality, lesbian desire, and 
relationships that are not motivated by binary gender positions with such narratives 
about heterosexuality. 

The sites that are directed at children also produce gendered forms of spectatorship. 
For example, toy manufacturer and store web sites use gender-coded color schemes 
and links to direct customers. Their use of color, as a way of differentiating between 
girls' and boys' products, echoes the traditional use of color in children's clothing, 
which informs people how to gender bodies, as well as the color schemes in toy stores, 
which direct purchasers to gendered sections . 78 The Trendmaster's web site offers 
"Girls' Toys" and "Boys' Toys" as well as "Games" links . 79 The control "buttons" turn 
pink when the girls' page is accessed. The manufacturer Playmates presents links for 
"Dolls," "TM Ninja Turtles," and "Action Figures/Vehicles." However, Playmates dis- 
courages the possibility of relating these toy categories to divergent gender positions 
through color and labeling. The dolls section of this site is gendered with a hot pink 
menu, "Girls' Toys" title, and reference to girls in the URL . 80 

As web sites become more complex, spectators can look at images of toys in differ- 
ent ways. For instance, the Toys "R" Us site presents links for various age categories, 
but the conception of gender-specific toys has already been established by the "Gifts 
for Boys" and "Gifts for Girls" links . 81 Right Start also has a variety of linking struc- 
tures, but the "Gift Store Departments” prominently features links "For Boys" and "For 
Girls ." 82 Such color-coded and labeled "maps" indicate the toys that parents and other 
adults should buy for a particular child and direct children into gender-segregated set- 
tings. For instance, Playmates notes, "OK, girls, here's your section!" on the "Girls' 
Toys" part of the site . 83 These demarcations encourage girls to occupy a different 
setting and subject position from boys and render binary gender as a necessary com- 
ponent of mediated settings. 

The employment of these gender categories supports or even produces limited con- 
ceptions of identity and the body. Teresa de Lauretis indicates that when "M" or "F" 
is marked on a form, it results in "M" and "F" categorizing, ordering, and shaping the 
individual . 84 After marking the form, individuals identify with and self-represent as 
that gender. Through the processes of Internet sites, such social representations as 
gender and desire may be, as de Lauretis indicates, "accepted and absorbed by an indi- 
vidual as her (or his) own representation, and so becomes, for that individual, real, 
even though it is in fact imaginary ." 85 Unfortunately, these imaginary categories are 
maintained through extreme forms of social regulation. For instance, women are 
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encouraged to be soft and domestic in many physical and Internet settings while men 
are instructed to be rugged and business-focused. Society indicates the punishments 
for not participating in traditional gender categories, which include comments, 
harassment, beatings, even the rape and murder of individuals like Brandon Teena for 
"passing." 

Erasing the Interface 

Gender representations appear to be real and an essential part of the engagement 
because the mediated aspects of the Internet and computer are downplayed. For exam- 
ple, Yahoo! advertises its messenger program with a depiction of two young women 
standing in the same space . 86 One woman whispers into the other's ear while talk 
emoticons, which hover overhead, indicate that their news is a secret. The representa- 
tion equates synchronous communication with gossiping, suggests that this is a 
woman's activity, and downplays women's employment of Internet and computer 
technologies. The representation helps make synchronous Internet communications, 
or "chat," into speech . 87 Synchronous text-based and graphical communication is 
often described as "talking" and derives from the talk program, which allowed partic- 
ipants to initiate a session where text appeared in real time on a split screen . 88 iVillage 
states that "chat is a great way to take a break and talk with others ." 89 William Mitchell 
indicates that there are "some characters hanging out, ready to talk" in graphical com- 
munication settings . 90 The Computers, Telephony, and Electronics Glossary also turns 
reading and typing into a spatial experience by equating synchronous communication 
to "chatting at a party ." 91 

These representations suggest that "chat" settings facilitate physical connections 
between individuals and allow them to "meet ." 92 The names of services, the imaging 
and configuration of sites, and the narratives about "chat" rooms render space and a 
place-oriented experience. For instance, varied message forums and synchronous 
settings employ names like The Chat House, ChatSpot, ChaTTown, Habbo Hotel, 
iVillage, Link Room, and @ourplace.com in an attempt to make the Internet into a 
space . 93 Club Gabbay's tagline is a "place to chat" and the site features an icon of a 
welcoming tent with a glowing yellow door that invites the spectator to enter . 94 The 
Gathering Chat! login link is labeled "Let Me In!" and the site presents an image of an 
open castle with a wooden bridge that appears to connect the spectator's space to one 
within the setting . 95 

Synchronous communication settings and instant messenger clients, which repeat 
some of the browser conventions, depict an extremely mobile user. AOL Internet 
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Messenger (AIM) depicts a striding yellow figure rather than a seated spectator. The 
LinguaMOO synchronous communication setting has an animated logo of two spec- 
tators with hands connected and bodies gyrating. 96 This rendering of spectators, who 
are making contact through the Internet, is supported by Lingua and other MOO 
depictions of spaces. The ICQ messenger client also depicts participants holding hands 
and dancing around a globe. 97 ICQ suggests that it is a global phenomenon by depict- 
ing flags from varied nations, promising that individuals can "download ICQ in your 
language," and describing the "global community" as "Online Happiness." 98 These 
visual and textual representations downplay the strife over global issues and the ques- 
tionable behaviors that occur with IM. It remains unclear how people communicate 
in their own languages and understand each other, but ICQ also depicts them in the 
same room. ICQ downplays the technology and collapses distance by indicating that 
it is a "small program" and "as straightforward as calling across a room" and provides 
an image of two individuals talking together. 99 

Telepresence art projects, which employ virtual reality and web technologies to cre- 
ate the "sensation of being elsewhere," also render views of living things in order to 
animate the Internet and downplay the technological aspects of the engagement. 100 In 
Eduardo Kac's Teleporting an Unknown State (1994/1996, 1998, and 2001), a plant 
depended on "online participants to send light from eight areas of the world" so that 
it could "grow in a completely dark room." 101 Kac renders the "Internet as a life- 
supporting system" and suggests that there is "birth, growth, and death on the 
Internet." 102 In Ken Goldberg and Joseph Santarromana's Telegarden (1995), Internet 
participants "plant, water, and monitor the progress of seedlings via the tender move- 
ments of an industrial robot arm" 103 By describing the technology as caring, Goldberg 
and Santarromana make it more corporeal. They also make it seem as if spectators can 
enter the screen by depicting people already present in a bountiful growing space. The 
concept of a populated Internet setting and visible web viewer appear to be facilitated 
by "the member tracker overlay." 104 The spectator is assured that "one can not only see 
who but where other members are within the garden.'' 105 Of course, this promise to 
visualize and situate the individual within the material space of the garden is mislead- 
ing. In The Robot in the Garden anthology, Goldberg notes that sites can be deceptive 
and real-time images are not always delivered. Nevertheless, he continues to concep- 
tualize telepresence as an extension of the spectator's "reach" and means to "visit." 106 

Goldberg and Santarromana use a variety of visual devices in Telegarden to suggest 
that the spectator can see into or even through the Internet. The two rendered circles 
of the interface, which represent the robotic mechanism and the view of the garden 
on various screens, equate graphic with optical representations and suggest a porthole 
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into another world. In a similar manner, Manovich indicates that a "computer moni- 
tor connected to a network becomes a window through which we can enter places 
thousands of miles away." 107 Windows are used to render Internet space because they 
usually provide views "onto" other terrain and articulate an inside and outside. 
Thomas J. Campanella suggests that webcams are the "Web's windows on the world" 
and "knit the Net to the physical spaces we inhabit." 108 The accompanying illustration 
by Jack Desrocher supports this conception by depicting the monitor as a curtained 
window, incorporating it into the home setting, and indicating that it provides a view 
out onto another place (figure 1.2). However, the woman who is situated in front of 
the computer is not looking at the screen or engaged in reading; a book rests on her 
lap and a newspaper has fallen unnoticed to the floor. This rendering of the com- 
puter window turns the woman's manipulation of advanced technologies into passive 
viewing and disinterested reading. Representations of women webcam operators, 



Figure 1.2 

Jack Desrocher, "Salon | 21st: Be There Now," Salon, 7 Aug. 1997, 27 Sept. 2004, <http://www 
.salon.com/aug97/21st/cam970807.html>. 
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which are considered in chapter 3, also risk displacing women's technological skills 
when they suggest that webcams provide an unmediated entrance into domestic 
space. 

Conclusion: Active Users by Design 

Recent developments in flat-panel and flat-screen designs also make the monitor less 
visible. A DuPont advertisement for flat-screen televisions and monitors depicts a 
glassless screen. 109 It seems as if the spectator could go through the frame or "enter" 
another world if he — and gender is a notable aspect of this rendering — so desired. 
iMacs further knit the "space back there" to physical space by encouraging the specta- 
tor to look into and through the computer. The design of Apple's flat screen displaces 
the glasslike shine from the viewing surface and onto the frame. However, the base 
also begins to disappear because the spectator can see through the transparent legs and 
edging. All of this suggests that the window onto another world, which narratives 
about the computer promise, is becoming increasingly easy to breach. For instance, 
Apple's advertisement for its Cinema HD Display with its angled entrance implies that 
monitors provide access to the city environment (figure 1.3). The computer cards and 
other hardware are not so much displaced as grafted onto the cityscape. This concep- 
tion of an architectural computer space had already been instituted in a variety of 
cyberpunk novels. 

The collapse of material space and computer-mediated representations is also sug- 
gested by one of Microsoft's and Expedia's "Where do you want to go today" adver- 
tisements, which have been critiqued for their colonial vision of access. In this depic- 
tion, the thin frame of the browser and neutral advertising banner are all that sepa- 
rates the computer screen image from the "real" tropical ocean location. The two-page 
advertising spread, with its central seam, encourages readers to ignore boundaries and 
to repair the split between different pages and registers. The continuity between the 
"real" space and Internet setting is rendered by the angle of the dock that leads the 
viewer's eyes "into" the location and suggests that material bodies can enter into the 
computer. Another advertisement also transforms the monitor into a detailed world 
when it suggests that the "closer you look, the more you'll see" (figure 1.4). 110 
However, everything around the monitor except for the text is whited-out so that the 
rendered view and the marketing promises become the reality and truth. It may be a 
"flat screen," but the spectator is promised materiality through "fat sound." In this 
and other advertisements for computer screens, the technology and computer box are 
displaced so that the spectator can become immersed in the depicted natural environ- 




Figure 1.3 

Apple, "Apple," 23 Mar. 2002, <http://www.apple.com>. 


ment of fields, mountains, seacoast, flowers, or other plants. The insistent use of diag- 
onals directs the spectator's gaze into the view and suggests that the environment is 
waiting to be populated. These depictions, as well as telepresence art, indicate that 
living plants and other things can be accessed and experienced through the Internet 
and computer. 

The employment of spatial narratives, including the suggestion that computer 
screens provide an entrance into an untouched landscape, is repeated in the indica- 
tions that the Internet is the last open space, "electronic frontier," and "new frontier 
of civilization ." 111 Such writers as Guillermo Gomez-Pena indicate that these descrip- 
tions of the utopian possibilities of the Internet also evoke "a sanitized version of the 
pioneer and frontier mentalities of the Old West" where space was believed to be 
unmarked, unoccupied, and available for the taking . 112 Internet technologies are 
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Figure 1.4 

Computer Bargains, "Flat Screen," 16 Jan. 2003, <http://www.computerbargains.net/h530.htm>. 


produced and employed by a variety of people and communities and can be "owned" 
in ways that are distinct from material environments. However, a debilitating dis- 
course is enabled when Internet "spaces" displace the qualities of the computer screen. 
Critical theory and close visual and textual analysis, which are employed throughout 
this book, can begin to render a vocabulary for describing and conceptualizing these 
representations. James T. Costigan argues that writing about the Internet has conse- 
quences. Writing, which includes visual renderings and the work of hardware and soft- 
ware designers, determines what the Internet can become, what it is, and how settings 
and technologies are evaluated . 113 The chapters in this book suggest other languages 
for writing, designing, and visually rendering the Internet and computers since these 
acts produce settings. Without such strategies, metaphors will continue to produce an 
Internet that can be conveniently critiqued and politically resisted through words. 
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Visual Pleasure through Textual Passages: Gazing in Multi-user 
Object-oriented Settings (MOOs) 


Introduction 

Studying multi-user object-oriented settings, or MOOs, suggests some of the ways that 
writing produces the Internet and empowered spectatorial positions. Texts are used in 
these synchronous communication settings to describe what sites look like, explain 
their function, exchange messages, and program. However, information generated by 
the system and typed commands also make textual MOO processes seem like the 
empowered visual examination of people and objects. This occurs because the "look" 
and other gazing-oriented commands are consistently employed. For instance, a 
typed command to "look ccharacter names" is likely to result in a detailed descrip- 
tion of eye color, hair color, and clothing. There is also a notice, which appears on the 
other spectator's screen, that "<character names is looking at you." All texts have 
visual aspects, but MOO programming and narratives suggest that a visual environ- 
ment has supplanted typographic design. These texts render MOOs and the Internet 
as "living environments" where people seem to look at each other, enter the interface, 
and congregate . 1 

Feminist theories about the gaze help to explain how MOOs construct virtual sight 
and corporeal spectators. There is a wealth of feminist and gender scholarship that 
considers how the gaze, which can be defined as a form of power-laden staring, ren- 
ders and enforces gendered spectatorial positions but the gaze of Internet spectators 
remains largely unconsidered. Gazing must be radically rethought in Internet settings 
because the traditional understanding of subject and object, which explains how view- 
ers look at things, does not easily apply to these settings. In MOOs, there is no physi- 
cal space and the self is represented by numerous depictions. The MOO spectator sits 
in front of the computer screen, but most interfaces and academic and popular writ- 
ing do not articulate this position. The character and its programmed attributes are 
maintained by the host computer and directed by the spectator's typed commands . 2 
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However, the spectator who looks at varied computer representations and the charac- 
ter that seems able to walk and move inside the setting are often conflated. For 
instance, Webopedia describes MUDs and MOOs as spaces of embodied interchange 
where spectators "interact with one another," and Wikipedia indicates that "players 
control a character." 3 Narratives of spectatorial "control" and indications that texts are 
visual objects make it easier to believe that the spectator is performing all the actions 
and is inside the screen. 

Feminist theories of spectatorship, which analyze how power and incapacity are 
rendered through looking, offer important methods for considering MOO settings and 
their articulation of gendered positions. The discourse about looking, which is preva- 
lent in MOO systems, is one way empowered spectators are produced and their behav- 
iors validated. The concept of interactivity, with its indication that users can manipu- 
late, control, and change all computer and Internet material, also promises versions of 
the empowered spectator in other Internet settings. For instance, the producers of 
graphical communication and Internet fan culture settings, which are considered in 
chapter 5, indicate that their remanipulation of media texts is an artistic practice. 
However, artists use the elite status gained in these settings to prevent others from 
reworking their cultural production. These differences in how spectators can engage 
indicate that not all viewers achieve the promised forms of interactivity and control. 

A close reading of the text-based LambdaMOO setting and consideration of the 
essential scholarship on the gaze indicate how looking and gazing establish gendered 
positions, regulate virtual characters, and produce a version of the material body. A 
brief examination of the graphics and texts that are rendered in the LinguaMOO 
setting suggests that these outcomes continue and even increase in MOOs with graph- 
ical interfaces. A theory of MOO looking can also offer methods for analyzing how 
other text-based communication settings, including MUCKs, MUDs, and MUSHes, 
employ the look. 4 Feminist literature on the gaze can be further revised, as illustrated 
by my consideration of webcams in chapter 3, to indicate how gazing functions in 
other Internet settings. Image archives, meta-lists, museum sites, search engines, and 
webcams also offer but do not necessarily provide unlimited views, material things, 
and empowered forms of spectatorship. 

MOOs 

MOOs are a form of MUD, which have been defined as multi-user dungeons, domains, 
or dimensions. The employment of the term "user" in the MUD acronym suggests the 
interactive agency of spectators. It also downplays the ways individuals engage by 
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viewing, reading, typing, and sitting. MUDs are a "class of multi-player interactive 
game, accessible via the Internet." 5 They provide social experiences, which are sup- 
ported by a computer program and server, and often involve some kind of theme, 
which include vast castle structures with many rooms, periods in history, and refer- 
ences to fantasy and science fiction. LambdaMOO's "theme" is a mansion and its 
"core," which includes textual renderings of the kitchen, living room, bedrooms, and 
bathrooms, is based on a previous home of Pavel Curtis. 6 He is often described as 
LambdaMOO's "archwizard," or the designer of the system, even though such projects 
are always collaborative. 

In his writing, Curtis acknowledges finding and radically revising Stephen White's 
MOO program and the efforts of other individuals in designing and supporting the 
system. 7 LambdaMOO, the oldest existing MOO, has been available through the 
Internet since October 1990 and maintains the largest number of characters. 8 Xerox 
PARC originally helped support LambdaMOO as part of a research project to design 
Internet settings in which scientists could communicate, then Stanford University and 
Placeware Incorporated assisted in supporting it. 9 Research and interest in MOOs per- 
sist, and a large number of scholars have considered various aspects of these settings. 10 
Pavel Curtis, Roger Crew, and many other people now maintain LambdaMOO 
without specific institutional support. 

LambdaMOO facilitates multiple simultaneous connections so spectators can par- 
ticipate in the synchronous setting. Spectators "login" or start a session with the host's 
computer and see an initial "Welcome" text, which provides information about the 
system and advice on how to engage. The text informs the spectator that 
LambdaMOO is "a new kind of society, where thousands of people voluntarily come 
together from all over the world." 11 The setting is equated with an "international city" 
where spectators engage with corporeal people. This suggests that viewers become 
empowered spectators, enter into the setting, and occupy the Internet as a space. The 
spectator "connects" as a named character, which the spectator has previously con- 
structed, or as a guest. Named characters have a more stable identity within the sys- 
tem, but all characters have a unique name and number. LambdaMOO's programming 
and narratives indicate that spectators have a unique embodiment within the setting. 
However, the character is not a physical or visual entity, and there is no specific mate- 
rial space in which Internet interactions take place. All LambdaMOO communications 
are accomplished through descriptions that appear on the screen, and the setting is 
completely text-based. 

The object-oriented programming of MOOs, which is similar to the C++ and Java 
computer languages, allows spectators to change some aspects of the system. Object- 
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oriented programming, or OOP, "is a software design methodology and programming 
paradigm that defines programs in terms of 'classes of objects .'" 12 Objects are also 
described as "the fundamental building blocks" of LambdaMOO . 13 Information about 
LambdaMOO's programming language is available through the elaborate "help" sys- 
tem, which provides documentation for many of its common aspects. Detailed infor- 
mation about objects and their programming can also be acquired by using such MOO 
"commands" as "@show," "@list," "@verbs," and "@examine." The ability to read 
aspects of the programming and the elaborate help system make LambdaMOO a par- 
ticularly useful site in which to interrogate looking, gazing, empowered spectatorship, 
and how writing produces the Internet. However, the seeming transparency of the 
system and the discourse about commands also suggests that the spectator controls 
and even becomes a character. 

Help texts underscore the expectations and regulatory systems that are part of these 
settings. The login text warns that what "people say or do may not always be to your 
liking" and that "it is wise to be careful who you associate with and what you say ." 14 
LambdaMOO's rules are outlined in a "help manners" document. New characters and 
guests must consent to the rules by typing "yes" if they want to continue. The newt- 
ing, or long-term exclusion from the system, of the characters Mao and WriTinG pro- 
duced a vociferous debate about appropriate behavior and perpetuated the idea that 
rule breakers and troublemakers, including characters that persistently provoked the 
wizards that run the MOO, would be punished. The look and gaze are important 
aspects of this societal regulation. They suggest that a larger cultural force is at work 
in these settings and that there are LambdaMOO people, bodies, and spaces that need 
to be protected. 

The Look and the Gaze 

An initial consideration of MOOs, with their textual base, may make a consideration 
of spectatorship, looking relations, and theories of the gaze seem like an unlikely pro- 
ject. However, spectators virtually look in order to operate their characters because of 
the programming decision to associate information inquiries with the "look" verb, or 
typed commands to look at other textual characters, rooms, and things. So, the spec- 
tator initiates a command to look, and the viewer and character become consolidated 
as an empowered spectator, who seems to see, because of system-generated descrip- 
tions. In MOOs, the experience of reading text is supplanted by a doctrine of visual 
looking and seeing. It is perhaps not surprising when considering the vernacular of 
these systems that participants often comment that they have not read anything 
lately . 15 
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The primacy of vision is an underlying ideology of MOO systems. The MOO's 
optical and visual vernaculars encourage spectators to think of characters as natural 
material bodies. To look is, after all, "to ascertain by the use of one's eyes ," 16 It is asso- 
ciated with the gaze because to look is also "to exercise the power of vision upon" 
someone or something . 17 Martin Jay simultaneously performs and critiques the ways 
optical metaphors have permeated our linguistic practices and suggests that such 
terms impede inquiry . 18 On MOOs, the look is intended to evoke visual processes and 
downplay the textual aspects of the system even when it is not explicitly about see- 
ing. Jay's writing suggests that an examination of how vision is privileged in MOOs 
can also help disable its limiting aspects. For instance, the visual and optical vernacu- 
lar of MOOs recreates parts of the physical world in order to structure a particular kind 
of reality. The virtual look, because it seems to provide access to physical bodies, is 
often employed as part of a conservative tendency to resist such gender transgressions 
as cross-dressing, defying gender characteristics, and discrepancies between the char- 
acter's set gender and typed pronouns. The constructed aspects of the body, which are 
produced by texts, are partially concealed by the insistence that the metaphorical sight 
of the look is the equivalent of truth. 

MOO processes of gazing are also employed to verify and control. A common dic- 
tionary definition of the gaze is "to fix the eyes in a steady intent look ." 19 According 
to Salecl and Zizek, the gaze produces power and incapacity. This may occur when a 
spectator fixes another's eyes or actions by staring. Salecl and Zizek indicate that the 
gaze is "the medium of control (in the guise of the inspecting gaze) as well as of the 
fascination that entices the other into submission ." 20 The "look" and "gaze" are 
described in similar ways in dictionary definitions, academic scholarship, and MOOs. 
There is a direct relationship between virtually looking and gazing, but not all MOO 
looks are equally related to the feminist psychoanalytical criticism that has produced 
some of the most significant contemporary theories of the gaze. Mulvey describes a 
deeply gendered process of looking and being looked at in "Visual Pleasure and 
Narrative Cinema ." 21 Her article presented a groundbreaking analysis of the classical 
narrative cinema . 22 

Mulvey argues that the male cinema spectator gains a sense of agency by identify- 
ing with the active male protagonist. She attributes the production of binary gender 
to the forms of pleasure and identification that occur in the classical cinema. The sub- 
ject of the gaze is male, assisted by an implicit association with the camera's view- 
point, while its object is female: "In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in 
looking has been split between an active/male and passive/female. The determining 
male gaze projects its fantasy onto the female figure, which is styled accordingly. In 
their traditional exhibitionist role women are simultaneously looked at and displayed, 
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with their appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact so that they can be 
said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness." 23 Mulvey associates identification, voyeurism, 
and fetishism with the gaze. The concept of an empowered male gaze, which is theo- 
rized by Mulvey, Metz, and others, is a reconceptualization of Lacan's theory in which 
the gaze is not associated with a unified subject or desire. 24 Doane indicates that fem- 
inist film theorists made the gaze more subjective because Lacan's theory does not 
address the unequal positions of mastery and subjection and is thus not useful in con- 
sidering sexual difference, or the ways femininity, masculinity, and sexuality are con- 
structed. 25 In Lacan's model, everyone is subjected to an outside gaze that cannot be 
possessed. A number of scholars, including Mulvey, have reconsidered the early femi- 
nist film theory that described the gaze as a totalizing and purely patriarchal struc- 
ture. 26 Doane's theory of a female gaze, which employs masquerade as a way of flaunt- 
ing femininity and thus holding it at a distance, may provide an alternative model for 
discussing the ways that some MOO characters and spectators look. 27 

Doane proposed this critical model as a way to empower female spectators. 
However, she also notes the limits of her theory of masquerade. 28 Mayne encourages 
continued theoretical considerations of spectatorship and suggests that feminist crit- 
ics need to rethink the binary positions or "sexual difference" that such theoretical 
work may support. 29 On MOOs, the rethinking of such binary oppositions as male and 
female must include the availability of about ten genders (neuter, male, female, splat, 
Spivak, royal, plural, 2nd, either, and egotistical), gender transgressions, and masquer- 
ades. 30 Current understandings of heterosexuality are also called into question by this 
gender system. Despite such challenges to traditional binaries and the appearance of 
new theoretical work on spectatorship and the gaze, Mulvey's thesis does help explain 
the deeply gendered and voyeuristic virtual looking that happens on MOOs. It also 
helps to clarify some of the forms of looking that happen in other settings. 

MOO settings produce empowered spectators because of the ways textual looking 
is made into a culture where everything seems to be visually available. Apparatus the- 
ory suggests that the spectator is constructed through the text's point of view and 
identification with the technology. 31 The technology of MOO settings is quite differ- 
ent than that of the cinema. However, MOO accounts and narrative films both tend 
to elide the technology. Reflexive acknowledgments of the technology, which include 
MOO narratives about computers and film depictions of camera operators, acknowl- 
edge and then displace the apparatus, bring the spectator back into the story, and dif- 
fuse concerns about accepting imaginary worlds. 32 Through such devices, MOOs and 
narrative film render a coherence that encourages the spectator to believe in the exis- 
tence of the depicted space. 33 
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The mostly staid MOO spectator, with a body that remains in front of the comput- 
er screen, gains a striking mobility and agency by identifying and adopting the MOO 
character's point of view and "moving" through varied virtual terrain. Looking 
produces a more coherent space because MUDs and MOOs appear to offer "different 
locations to explore." 34 The object-oriented programming, which renders programmed 
textual elements as objects, continues this articulation of environment by indicating 
that the spectator can control any object in this space. 35 Of course, there are some 
problems with this depiction of Internet worlds. An examination of how the specta- 
tor cannot be properly sutured or bound into the setting, which is considered in 
greater depth in chapters 3 and 6, presents opportunities to consider how settings 
work and conceptualize Internet spectatorship and its processes of viewing in differ- 
ent ways. 

The concept of the gaze is used in feminist film theory to describe looking relation- 
ships in which voyeurism, an empowered scopophilic stare, and erotic perusals are 
sometimes employed. The gaze is also utilized in other considerations of power rela- 
tionships. For instance, Michel Foucault indicates that looking and gazing are part of 
a system of social regulation. 36 In his discussion of the panopticon, which was 
designed by Jeremy Bentham, the architectural layout of the prison or other building 
allows guards, officials, or citizens to surreptitiously watch. Prisoners know that they 
can be watched but they do not know when this observation occurs, who is looking 
at them, or when punishment might happen. Because of this effect, individuals sub- 
jected to the panopticon's field of visibility, or its gaze, learn to regulate their own 
behavior. 

Foucault's theory of surveillance and self-regulation has been applied to Internet 
settings even though the physical architecture, which he indicates is an aspect of this 
system, is not present. 37 In Foucauldian considerations of Internet surveillance, the 
visibility of individual bodies within the panoptic structure is replaced by the consol- 
idation of the individual's records into a "data image," search services that provide 
addresses and arrest details, aerial depictions that pinpoint home locations, 
"googling" to obtain personal facts, and cookies that record web usage. These Internet 
methods provide a vast amount of information, render an eerie feeling of being 
watched, suggest that the individual is ever seeable, and encourage people to regulate 
their behavior. 38 However, these methods of information retrieval do not place the 
body under visual surveillance even though they are associated with looking. MOOs 
also provide a great deal of information about characters, when the look and looking- 
oriented commands are employed, but information about spectators is more difficult 
to determine. 



42 Chapter 2 


Character Creation and Attributes in MOOs 

Abraxas 

A slim 5'9 fellow who enjoys biking, golf and Windows programming. So go ahead and ask: 
"What do you do for fun?" (hmm) I enjoy watching Dave, and try not to get mugged when wait- 
ing for tickets. : ) 

He is awake, but has been staring off into space for 4 minutes. 39 
Oiive_Guest 

A hazel-eyed girl with white-blonde hair, a tight crop top and short shorts. She fills this outfit 
nicely, the low round neckline showing the upper slopes of her breasts, and carries a little bead- 
ed bag In one hand. Her feet are bare, her hair tousled as if she just got up from sleep. 

She is awake and looks alert. 40 

Brown_Guest 

Mark is 17 years old. He's got his mother's emerald green eyes, and his dad's dark brown, curly 
hair, cut very short on the sides, and a little longer on the top. He is 5'11, 180 lbs, and is wear- 
ing his favorite, almost worn out, blue jeans, and a tight, dark purple golf shirt. 

He is awake, but has been staring off into space for 2 minutes. 41 

The first thing that the MOO spectator renders is a character. The attributes of a char- 
acter, including the character's description, gender, the objects it carries, and the 
messages that appear when a character engages with the setting can be adjusted and 
readjusted at will. The text that provides a context for the character is known as the 
character's "description" and is set by typing "@describe me as <description >." 42 
Guests can and often do use @describe as a way of personalizing their more temporary 
representations. Character descriptions often include such physical traits as age, 
height, weight, body type, eye color, hair color, and type of clothes . 43 The practice of 
rendering characters with physiognomic attributes is encouraged by the help text 
example for @describe, which states that "Munchkin types this: @describe me as 'A 
very fine fellow, if a bit on the short side .'" 44 The @describe help text suggests that 
community conventions require character descriptions that articulate physical attrib- 
utes. It also invites capitalization that makes the character alias into a proper name. 
These commands and system instructions encourage MOO spectators to render virtu- 
al bodies and read other characters as the equivalent of physical individuals even 
though there is the possibility of rewriting character descriptions and having more 
than one description through a process called "morphing ." 45 

The differences between spectator and character, which can often be quite extreme, 
are hidden by what appears to be the "truth" of lists of physical traits in character 
descriptions. Direct address confirms this consolidation so that "you" and the charac- 
ter both seem to be acknowledged in system-generated texts. The necessity of referring 
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to the self when using such customization commands as "@gender me" also encour- 
ages the spectator to think of the MOO character as a version of the individual, or "i'm 
Steve," as a guest description notes. 46 The MOO character is further articulated as a 
body because the "@messages me" command for some characters includes messages 
about arms, chest, hands, head, and groin. Beige_Guest's description assures spectators 
that characters are "in the flesh." 47 Jorge R. Barrios and Deanna Wilkes-Gibbs contin- 
ue this connection between spectator and character when they indicate, "You can 
describe yourself." 48 As shown by the analysis in chapter 1, direct address and pro- 
gramming commands produce a specific action, person, and empowered spectator 
who has stepped into the setting and been recognized by the system. These methods 
continue the direct address methods that television advertising and talk shows use and 
connect the spectator to the depiction. 49 LambdaMOO policy maintains the direct cor- 
respondence between spectator and character because it generally expects "only one 
character per person." 50 However, the relationship between subjects and objects in 
physical environments and even feminist critiques of the gaze, which indicate that 
empowered male subjects look upon female objects of the gaze, may be problematized 
because characters are referred to as "objects" in MOO settings. 

While MOOing, there is a cinematic-like segregation of space between spectator 
and character. However, the continued collapse of a spectator into an active character 
is different from descriptions of cinematic spectatorship as a passive form of identifi- 
cation with the apparatus and the actors on the screen. It is often difficult to differen- 
tiate between spectator and character, to describe the self that has the agency and 
undergoes the experiences, when talking about the MOO setting. These forms of iden- 
tification are also related to the participatory structures that fan cultures produce. Fans 
and characters can speak or type the parts from their favorite books, comics, movies, 
and television shows. 51 However, the MOO spectator can never literally become the 
character even though there is a higher level of control over the performance than 
fans have with their favorite media texts. MOO characters have a relationship with 
MOO objects that spectators cannot attain because they exist outside the setting and 
are held back by the screen. For instance, characters can be programmed to virtually 
pick up objects, touch other characters, and record or even participate in events when 
the spectator is not engaged with the host computer. It is difficult to describe charac- 
ters as subjects, even though the character "acts" while outside the spectator's control, 
because of the continued conflation of spectator and character. 

The employment of gender also assists in the collapse of spectator and character 
because it supports the illusion that character descriptions depict "real" bodies. Most 
MOO spectators choose to depict themselves as either male or female despite the other 
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gender choices . 52 All characters must have a gender, which is usually selected by the 
spectator, but such features as age, class, and race do not have to be chosen or indicat- 
ed in the character's description . 53 The system provides information on gender when 
commands are employed to obtain the character's description. Gender is also high- 
lighted when one character pages another because a preprogrammed message appears 
and is followed by the statement "she (he, it . . .) pages, <message>.” When asked why 
the system constructs gendered characters by employing pronouns, many program- 
mers argue that system-generated texts, such as the one just quoted, "require" pro- 
nouns to facilitate natural language parsing. This contention seems to be supported 
by the high occurrence of pronouns, which match the set gender of the character, in 
the system messages that describe character actions. But obviously, with some textual 
awkwardness, the character's name could be substituted for all pronominal markers. 

The construction of gendered positions, physiognomic attributes, and detailed set- 
tings, all of which are available even when the spectator who programmed them is not 
logged on, support a detailed architecture of belief or uniform community outlook. 
Most spectators believe that quoting familiar architectural types is necessary because 
it makes the fractured aspects of MOOs legible. For example, "help theme" describes 
the textually rendered mansion as a "bit of a mongrel," but descriptions of themes and 
topologies also encourage spectators to follow spatial conventions when "building ." 54 
Rooms are supposed to reproduce traditional architectural and spatial rules, and a 
character that "goes" east through a door should also be able to reverse direction and 
go west . 55 The convention of describing separate settings as "rooms" encourages the 
spectator to conceive of the MOO as an ordered series of relational spaces. MOOs, as 
well as web sites, provide no ability to form a cohesive map of the structure without 
such contextual markers. 

MOOs also support spatial coherency by rendering the character's "movement" 
through "rooms." The character can "walk" when the spectator types such compass 
directions as "north” and "teleport" with the command "@go <room numberx" The 
textual reproduction of doors, sofas, and other architectural features works as a mark- 
er for the material body and suggests that an empowered spectator can traverse the set- 
ting. Of course, there is no physical movement of the character involved when retriev- 
ing programmed texts from the system. The typed commands of the spectator, who is 
usually positioned in front of the keyboard, do not align with descriptions of the char- 
acter's engagement. Spatial devices and diagrammatic ASCII maps, which depict an 
architectural structure in which most walls meet at right angles, depict the MOO as a 
visual space and suggest that the spectator can enter. 
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The Look and the Gaze in MOOs 

The look is a privileged term in MOO systems even though spectators communicate 
and comprehend the MOO setting by reading and writing texts. Characters need to 
virtually look in order to engage with the setting because of the programming decision 
to associate typed information inquiries with the look command . 56 The most common 
way to get information about MOO objects, which includes characters, is by typing 
"look <character or object name>.” The importance of the look command is indicat- 
ed by its inclusion in the introductory help text for LambdaMOO as one of "the first 
five kinds of commands you'll want to know .'' 57 The look provides a consistent set of 
information. When characters virtually look at a room setting, they receive the room's 
name, description, and contents (a list of objects and characters in that room). 
Characters that virtually look at another character receive the character's name, 
description, login status (the character is described as "awake" or "sleeping"), and level 
of activity if the character is logged-in (the character is described as "alert" or idle for 
a certain amount of time). This information retrieval command works in the same vir- 
tual room with "look <character names" and works from any MOO setting with "look 
~<character names." 

This inquiry is further associated with looking by the "look_detect" option that 
provides notice that "<character names looks you over." Gender is always reinscribed 
when virtually looking at another character because the message notes that "she (he, 
it . . .) is awake and looks alert." The look command, look_detect feature, and accom- 
panying system terminology work together to form a setting in which characters seem 
to gaze at gendered bodies. For instance, the look_detect notification is called the 
"@watched message." There is also an "@owatched me" message that can be set to 
notify everyone in the room when a character is being virtually looked at. Such pub- 
lic evidence sometimes leads to long bouts of virtual looking at particular characters. 
The weight of such MOO looks and their transformation into an empowered gaze is 
indicated by the distressed ways in which certain characters respond to being 
observed. For instance, a guest is "headless. Somebody bit it off. Ahh, the blood, the 
blood!! They oughtta put a warning on the look command, nobody told me it was 
socially unacceptable to use it ." 58 These comments indicate the power of the look as 
well as the manner in which guests are dismissed and socially regulated. 

The system provides a number of complex tools to patrol specific characters despite 
the aversion that some characters have to being virtually watched. For instance, spec- 
tators can surveil a particular character with the @watch command, which provides 
notification when the character stops idling. Spectators can also be immediately 
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informed when characters on their "interesting list" become available. Viewers sup- 
port the surveillant effects and design of the system and become empowered specta- 
tors when they employ such commands as ©peruse, @kgb, @fbi, @scope, glance, 
@peep, @gawk, see, @dossier, @report, @whois, and @examine . 59 These forms of infor- 
mation inquiry are commonly thought of as a form of looking even though some of 
them do not trigger the character's @watch message and provide notice of the virtual 
look. The names of these messages clearly link information inquiries with the more 
disturbing system message that "you" are being looked over. 

Everything is clocked, dated, and catalogued. For instance, typing "@spy charac- 
ter names" provides the character's status (the character is awake or asleep), object 
number, present room and room description, a list of objects and characters in that 
room, and a map of the surrounding rooms. The system usually supplies information 
that the spectator does not require. However, by using these commands and gaining a 
great deal of information, the spectator supports a system that is similar to the disci- 
plinary mechanism that Foucault describes where the individual is "observed at every 
point," "all events are recorded," and an "uninterrupted work of writing links the cen- 
tre and the periphery .'' 60 Writing renders all aspects of MOO systems, including the 
ways characters look and watch, but the body of the spectator is never seen. In other 
Internet and computer settings, the recording of keystrokes, which are used to deter- 
mine productivity and sexual activity, and employers' consultation of listserv posts, 
before making hiring decisions, also seem to provide detailed chronicles of individu- 
als. While there have been considerations of how Internet writing practices, databas- 
es, and surveillance interrelate, these "depictions" indicate a continued need for the- 
ories that examine both surveillance and the textual rendering of bodies . 61 

Some MOO commands more clearly indicate that the setting is implemented and 
engaged with by reading and writing texts. For instance, @examine provides informa- 
tion, including the different commands for an object, that look does not offer. Barrios 
and Wilkes-Gibbs conceptualize @examine as a way to engage with something other 
than descriptions or to "look beneath the surface," which of course still suggests some 
kind of spatial arrangement, and as a means to "step outside the virtual reality .'' 62 The 
cascading scroll of information that occurs with (©examine can remind spectators of 
the textual aspects of MOOs. However, the (©examine command still triggers the mes- 
sage that a character is "looking at you" and continues the visual discourse of MOOs. 
The look command is also more convenient to use than (©examine, research indicates 
that look is employed more frequently, and some of the more visually oriented com- 
mands provide desirable information that is not available with (©examine . 63 

The read and (©read commands also connect the MOO setting to textual narratives. 
However, they are only employed when specific MOO documents are meant to stand 
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in for written texts. According to "help read," the "read <note>" command "prints the 
text written on the named object, usually a note or letter ." 64 The @read command 
allows characters to read listserv-like MOO mailing lists and to examine their person- 
al MOO mail, which is the MOO's version of email. The read and @read commands 
complement the visual and object-oriented nature of the system by suggesting that 
there are multiple levels to the environment, which include tangible objects that can 
be read. Some of these objects are visual and dimensional, yet somehow produced 
through text, and others are meant to be purely textual. The general understanding of 
MOO objects as material things is produced by the community's understanding of the 
term "reading," the overwhelming use of descriptions, and MOO programming that 
requires characters to virtually pick up and conceptually touch and hold many MOO 
objects. 

The comments about @kgb and @fbi also suggest that virtually looking provides 
characters with scopic power. Rusty indicates, "Life on the cutting edge! What does it 
all boil down to? WHO'S GOT INFO AND WHO DOESN'T! Those who @add-feature 
this baby are smugly in the former category .'' 65 Rusty's @kgb command provides one 
of the most detailed sets of information about a character . 66 Commands like @kgb, 
@fbi, @scope, and @report seem to be textual because they provide detailed tabulations 
but continue to reinscribe the MOO's visual discourse through a variety of means. For 
example, @kgb refers to descriptions as the character's "appearance." The user of the 
@report command receives the character's description and is then informed, "This is 
from eye-witness reports. <Character names may be wearing different clothes at this 
time." The @report text indicates that MOO commands facilitate visual seeing and 
descriptions render clothed and embodied individuals. These descriptions highlight 
the ways individual characters can be documented and analyzed. For instance, the 
help text for @report states that it "calls up an X-File about anyone in the MOO ." 67 
Even the names of many of these commands, which clearly are meant to evoke 
voyeurism, link textual visual pleasure to power by making the MOO system into a 
scopic regime. 

Gendered Gazing in MOOs 

Yes I'm a guy, but hey this is cyberspace, right. You can be whatever you want, I'm CINDY. I love 
pantyhose, nylons and especially the hot lace body stocking I probably have on right now 68 
Guest 

He accidently turned himself into a female, while tampering with magic. She has long, blonde 
hair that reaches past her shoulders. She is wearing a short sundress, with spaghetti straps. The 
dark, peony pink dress is made from a thin cotton material that pinches in her small waist. The 
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dress brushes the middle of her thighs. On her feet, she is wearing pink sandals with a two inch 
heel. 69 

Teal_Guest 

A pretty little cumslut, on her knees, dress tugged up over the lace of her stockings. She looks up 
at you and you can see that her face, dress & hair are streaked & spattered with cum. 70 

Red_Guest 

eyes downcast, blushing faintly. 71 

Mulvey argues that "cinematic codes create a gaze, a world and an object, thereby pro- 
ducing an illusion cut to the measure of desire ." 72 According to her, such structures as 
the cinema create an architecture of belief in which a particular kind of desire is ful- 
filled. MOOs create a similar set of seemingly real illusions through the construction 
of an architecture of belief that includes erotic and sexually explicit character descrip- 
tions. It is perhaps not surprising that this series of illusions provide a number of fan- 
tasy structures for spectators. Within this fantasy context, male guests are often pro- 
vided with such attributes as "tall," "tall and muscular," and the "strong, silent 
type ." 73 Female guests, including guests that are facilitated by a male-identified spec- 
tator, are rendered as "little" and "petite" with "huge breasts," narrow waists, and a 
"short skirt ." 74 The construction of this limited set of bodies where men are strong and 
women connote “to-be-looked-at-ness," like Teal_Guest looking up in order to be looked 
at by an empowered male spectator, seems to support Mulvey's split of the gaze into 
active/male and passive/female . 75 The production of such stereotyped bodies may be 
in reaction to the ways this formula of looking is sometimes disrupted. 

All characters connote “to-be-looked-at-ness" because spectators write descriptions so 
that other characters will look at them . 76 In this sense, all characters are the object of 
the gaze. The generic guest description states that by "definition, guests appear non- 
descript ." 77 However, Ebony_Guest notes that "by definition, guests concoct alluring 
descriptions to enthrall and titillate potential partners ." 78 Every character's position as 
the object of the virtual look is an important and as yet unexplored aspect of MOO 
culture. According to Silverman, feminists should also consider how men perform as 
objects of the gaze. In MOO settings, such actions include the ways self-identified 
male spectators write overly sexual female character descriptions to attract the gaze of 
others. Silverman questions the idea that simply "'giving' woman the gaze" can 
change the "scopic regime" of the dominant cinema . 79 She notes that it is more polit- 
ically productive to indicate that no one can possess the gaze or escape being looked 
at. Male-identified MOO characters also experience the virtual looks that provide char- 
acters with detailed information. 
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Erotic male descriptions, which are more common among guests, may disturb the 
presumed naturalness of match-ups between male and female characters and attract 
the erotic gaze of other male characters. Male guests are often described as "hard and 
horny" with a "10-and-l/2-inch cock [that] stands fully erect." 80 The almost complete 
absence of explicitly sexual male (non-guest) character descriptions, which sometimes 
include height and eye color but almost never genital attributes, suggests that these 
descriptions do not represent an appropriate masculinity, offer an identity that spec- 
tators are willing to sustain with less anonymity, or attract a desired gaze. 81 Erotic rep- 
resentations of men are also resisted in such graphical communication settings as 
Virtual Places, which is considered in chapter 5, and homophobic exchanges are 
unfortunately common. 

Characters sometimes become the object of the virtual look and the gaze for rea- 
sons other than their chosen and programmed gender. Characters are virtually looked 
at because they have a name that other characters find interesting, communicate with 
a character that does not recognize them, express an interesting or provocative state- 
ment while in the same room as other characters, gain notoriety from their posts to 
public MOO mail lists or dispute with other characters, or have their private sexual 
communication posted again to a MOO mail list. This suggests that the look can be 
part of a shared communication between characters or be turned into a more regula- 
tory gaze when characters engage in some behavior that the community finds suspect. 
These forms of virtual looking have the potential to become invasive. Consistent and 
inexplicable bouts of being virtually looked at suggest that character attributes are 
being tabulated and patrolled by empowered spectators and the larger community. 

The virtual look of certain characters, which seems to be penetrating into any space 
in order to examine other characters, renders surveillant forms of gazing. This suggests 
that there is a difference between the position that all characters have as the object of 
the look and the position that female characters are consistently culturally scripted 
into as the object of the gaze. It is possible to gain an equally detailed amount of infor- 
mation by virtually looking back. However, a returned virtual look is sometimes 
understood as an acceptance of an implicit request for erotic communication. 
Characters use "long-distance" virtual looking as a way to find appropriate net-sex 
partners. For instance, the character Renfair's feature object includes a gaze verb that 
"discreetly tells another [player] that you find them especially interesting." 82 This opti- 
cal search for "appropriate" partners is supported by the emphasis on guests' eyes and 
descriptions of their desired partner. For instance, Silver_Guest has "green eyes" and is 
"looking for an interesting woman." 83 The character Create critiques the repetitive use 
of such devices when he ironically considers having "a description that is really cool 
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and mysterious . . . maybe I should wear a dark cloak and have some stupid fucking 
twinkle in my eyes, now that would be original ." 84 As Create's comments indicate, the 
look may sometimes be dismissed. 

No one escapes specularity in MOOs, but a version of the classic cinematic looking 
relationship is still perpetuated. Virtually looking and gazing are too often the terrain 
of male-identified characters. It is not surprising that a guest that is "looking hard" is 
gendered as male since the optical power of the look and the phallus are associated 
with men in MOO settings . 85 Male characters "own" a disproportionately high num- 
ber of the feature objects that make the different looking commands available. Female 
characters, because of their gender setting, are more likely to be the object of the vir- 
tual look. Frequent @owatched messages from female characters that are being virtu- 
ally looked at, and discussions about this topic in rooms and MOO mailing lists, make 
the community aware of the different ways that male and female characters are 
viewed. Ironic descriptions, such as "I have gigantic breasts. Please hit on me relent- 
lessly," also demonstrate how male and female characters are treated differently . 86 
Some women have chosen to identify themselves as another gender in order to 
remove themselves from this dynamic. However, intergender characters also experi- 
ence a disproportionate number of looks from male characters and are often presumed 
to be female . 87 

Female characters and female spectators could proactively employ virtual gazing in 
order to destabilize the male look. Of course, the relationship between female charac- 
ters and spectators would remain largely unverified. Female-identified spectators indi- 
cate that subverting the gaze by virtually looking back is not easily accomplished. 
While this supports Silverman's arguments, the different ways male and female char- 
acters are virtually looked at also indicates that not all people experience specularity 
in the same way. Women are too often scripted as the object of the gaze in other set- 
tings. Spectators with female-identified MOO characters also quickly learn that gazing 
back at male characters generates such responses as "Do you like what you see?" These 
responses underscore the deeply ingrained visual vernacular of MOOs and indicate 
that virtual looking is employed to find appropriate net-sex partners. Looking back 
means something different from the initial process of gazing and is understood as a 
less powerful gesture. 

In her consideration of the cinema, Doane indicates that female viewers cannot 
gain power by appropriating the gaze. The "male striptease" and "gigolo" represent 
the mechanism of reversal, are constituted as aberrations, and reinforce traditional 
conceptions of gender roles . 88 In MOOs, the female spectator's appropriation of the 
gaze reinscribes the male position by acknowledging it as the dominant model. As 
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Doane suggests, representations of passive male characters indicate the continued 
scopic power of male spectators in normative situations. Representations of male 
striptease have become a common Internet phenomenon. It unfortunately appears 
that such "men," if we presume that they are identified as such outside Internet set- 
tings, can choose to be submissive in MOOs and still assume their right to power in 
other environments. 

Plaid_Guest 

A really submissive guy, and he's really fun. . : ) Please page him if you want to. 89 
Khaki_Guest 

a shy but very willing submissive hoping to be discovered by a dominant female. 90 
Reading these characters as women might suggest some quite different possibilities, 
which would be based on performative drag masquerades, but little evidence exists for 
such a supposition. However, there is a great deal of lore and documentation to sup- 
port the idea that men often perform as women in Internet settings. Some characters 
may even use narratives about magic and enforced womanhood to explain such trans- 
formations. 

Mulvey's description of gendered gazing does not fully explain MOO looking. The 
objectifying look and gaze of male characters at available females should be disturbed 
by the acknowledgment, which is represented by Cindy's and other characters' 
descriptions, that men often construct the highly sexualized and available female 
characters. The binary relationship between active male and passive female should 
also be disordered by LambdaMOO's ten "standard" genders. However, cross-identified 
characters do not always describe themselves as intergender. A guest character descrip- 
tion that reads "some fat white guy claiming to be a woman" is gendered as female . 91 
Participants often believe that binary gender labels should be attached to alternative 
genders. For instance, Periwinkle_Guest asked an intergender character, "So, r u a male 
it, or a female it ?" 92 The Spivak FAQ, which provided answers to frequently asked ques- 
tions about intergender identification, is ironically subtitled "R U M OR F ?" 93 
Spectators also examine morph names and aliases in order to find clues that will indi- 
cate the spectator's "real" gender. 

Requests, hysterical demands, and harassment often accompany gazes at intergen- 
der characters. Sometimes excessive methods are employed to try to determine a spec- 
tator's gender. 

You sense that Infrared_Guest is looking for you in The Coat Closet. 

It pages, "you are a girl, your name uis too feminine." 
page infrared feminine like bobby and tony? 
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Your message has been sent. 

You sense that Infrared_Guest is looking for you in The Coat Closet. 

It pages, "Will you reveal your sex to me?" 
page infrared I'm spivak 

You sense that Infrared_Guest is looking for you in The Coat Closet. 

It pages, "Would ypuou say hello or Hi?" 
page infrared i don't know, would you? 

You sense that Infrared_Guest is looking for you in The Coat Closet. 

It pages, "It is obvious to me now that you are male, I am studying Psdychology." 94 

As this discussion indicates, there is a desire among some spectators to re-establish sci- 
entific methods, reason, and facts in Internet settings. Ideological disagreements over 
gender representations have resulted in the character Ibid being harassed by 
Downtime for having an intergender identity and in spectators having their physical 
whereabouts and attributes identified. These gender "problems" allow the binary of 
male and female to become the before and after of what becomes fictional Internet 
genders. Some spectators yearn for the material body when the MOO's multiple and 
not always clear gender positions are foregrounded. For example, the virtual bodies 
and objects of deceased users have been preserved. Virtual kitchens and bathrooms 
provide a setting for corporeal functions. However, there are no bodily requirements 
or wastes in Internet settings. 

Mirrors and mirroring gazes also suggest that there are material bodies and spaces 
in MOO settings. For example, when you virtually look at "a useless mirror hung in 
the middle of the curve of the west wall," you see the virtual reflection of the corri- 
dor. 95 This suggests that lists of characters actually have a particular position and point 
of view within the "landscape" of the MOO. The mirroring gazes of characters produce 
similar spatial effects. Characters that look at Bewitch receive her description and the 
message that "Bewitch eyes you suspiciously." Characters seem to have a spatial rela- 
tionship to Bewitch when they see their own description reflected "in Bewitch's 
eyes." 96 These mirrors consolidate character descriptions into bodies by "reflecting" 
the MOO's spatial narratives and suggesting complex arrangements of objects. 

The use of mirrors and the relationship between spectator and character could be 
interpreted as a re-invocation of Lacan's mirror stage. 97 In this stage, the child first 
acquires a sense of self and notices the agency of its body through a series of imagi- 
nary identifications and discovery of difference. Metz's employment of the mirror 
stage, as a way of analyzing the cinema viewer's identification with the ideal image on 
the screen, can also be applied to the spectator's identification with the character. 
However, Metz's privileging of the relationship between spectator and camera, which 
is further considered in chapter 6, does not have a corollary in MOO settings. In her 
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consideration of the cinema, Doane questions the assurances that identification with 
the screen offers because it provides "a guarantee of the untroubled centrality and 
unity of the subject." 98 The use of the look and the gaze in MOOs offers the spectator 
a similar rendering of the empowered position and replaces the differences between 
spectator and character with a unified subject. 

Graphical MOOs 

Educational MOOs with graphical aspects, which include Diversity University and the 
many enCoreXpress MOOs, tend to present even more coherent spectatorial positions 
and settings. 99 They offer an opportunity to consider how textually rendered visual 
pleasure functions when there are images as well as texts. Jan Rune Holmevik and 
Cynthia Haynes, among others, reworked the code and concept of LambdaMOO in 
order to facilitate the enCoreXpress graphical user interface. 100 Their LinguaMOO pro- 
ject, which began in 1995 and encouraged the development of a number of education- 
al MOOs, is used for classes, discussions about electronic writing, and other education- 
al needs. 101 LinguaMOO's enCoreXpress server-supported graphical client provides a 
multisection interface and components that equate characters with individuals. 
Characters appear to be a form of material body because the default LinguaMOO char- 
acter is represented with a fleshy pink head and torso. The connection between char- 
acters and spectators is intensified by requiring the viewer's real name and other iden- 
tifying information during character registration and then making this data available 
through various MOO commands. 102 

The inclusion of the look command under "basic commands" in the "LinguaMOO 
Beginner's Guide to MOOing" and its availability as a menu "button" along the top of 
the browser indicate its continued importance. 103 The guide notes that to "see how the 
room (MOOspace) you're in looks like, just type 'look'" or "click on the LOOK but- 
ton." 104 The user's guide for AlaMOO, which is another enCoreXpress MOO, explains 
that "looking at objects and people allows you to focus on them." 105 There are indica- 
tions that "you're in" a particular space, that the "object (or person) is in the same 
room as you," and the programmed aspects of looking situate the individual in the set- 
ting and articulate a spatial relationship between spectators and rendered objects. 106 
The placement of the body within the LinguaMOO representation and promise that 
textual commands and descriptions facilitate visual scenes is heightened in instances 
where "look room" generates visual depictions. 

The link between looking and visual scenes begins immediately after connecting to 
LinguaMOO. The spectator is informed that "you view the Courtyard" in LinguaMOO 
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and that "you view" things in other enCoreXpres MOOs . 107 Many of these settings 
repeat the LambdaMOO convention of indicating that "you see" things throughout 
the MOO setting. The MOO discourse about viewing and seeing and the related visu- 
al representations support the idea that texts allow spectators to look upon a physical 
world. For instance, the text about viewing the courtyard is accompanied by Francois 
Schuiten's visual rendering of a figure that looks out onto a spatial landscape. This fig- 
ural stand-in for the spectator, which performs a function that is similar to AOL's strid- 
ing body, appears in a number of LinguaMOO's visual images . 108 The LinguaMOO fig- 
ure marks a place where the spectator can enter the setting, repeats the shape of the 
standard fleshy pink representation of the character, and connects the spectator to the 
character. Perspective lines direct the spectator to gaze into the rendered distance and 
also articulate a place for the spectator inside the screen. These renderings of entrance 
use some of the same conventions as academic and popular narratives about entering 
the Internet, depictions of doorways in varied Internet settings, and the diagonals in 
monitor advertisements. 

LinguaMOO's login screen and the accompanying image also render an entrance . 109 
An arc of trees and glowing aurora articulate a space and an unknown place, which 
seems about to be further illuminated, while a string of horizontal glyphs evoke code 
and flatness. The LinguaMOO "Welcome" indicates that there is an oscillation 
between materiality and words or "a new archi/TEXTural community where language 
and people are woven together ." 110 Nevertheless, LinguaMOO and other enCoreXpress 
MOOs do not provide a consistent consideration of how texts and people interrelate. 
The current ways MOOs are conceptualized and programmed make it difficult to con- 
ceptualize a language that takes both their textual aspects and intense engagements 
into consideration. However, such a language could also facilitate considerations of 
how the Internet is written, other methods for producing settings, critiques of specta- 
torship, and questions about the identification and desires of viewers. As LinguaMOO 
indicates, this project is worth pursuing. 

Conclusion: Between Multiple and Coherent Identity 

It is certainly possible to focus on both body and text. MOOs already provide multi- 
ple points of identification with the morphing feature, which allows spectators to 
store different character descriptions, and the tendency to have characters in different 
settings. However, a number of the textual and graphical features of MOOs, which 
include the look and the gaze, encourage spectators to make their character into an 
ideal and cohesive image. In addition, many of the MOO's fragmenting tendencies 
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also provide unifying possibilities. For instance, characters often use the same name 
on different MOO systems as a way of maintaining coherent identity, and morphs are 
always contained under the character's singular object number. Not only does MOO 
programming offer spectators, particularly those who employ a male character, the 
ability to form their virtual body into an ideal image, but there are also some elements 
and system rituals that prevent the design of these depictions from highlighting frag- 
mentation and inadequacy. 

LambdaMOO and other related text-based Internet settings seem like visual terrain 
because of the ability to "look" at character descriptions that have detailed physiog- 
nomic attributes. The prevalence of these renderings suggests that the bodies of spec- 
tators exist inside the setting. There are other types of character representations, but 
the use of the virtual look as a verifying tendency persists despite these anomalies. 
Female guest descriptions, which are clearly linked to male spectators, still include 
depictions that connote "to-be-looked-at-ness." 111 These descriptions perpetuate the 
dominant cinema's scripting of male subjects that control and look upon female 
objects. A troubling aspect of the MOO system is that female characters often "reply" 
to empowered gazes with "sleep in [their] eyes," "an innocent look," or downcast 
eyes . 112 This suggests that the mastering gaze also produces a corresponding passive 
female model. Salecl and Zizek suggest that the fascination with the "spectacle of 
power," and with being visual rather than having visual pleasure, is that it can entice 
"the other into submission ." 113 These lures enable the mastering gaze of certain char- 
acters and the voyeuristic terminology of MOO commands to perpetuate a series of 
limiting identity constructs. 




3 


Too Close to See, Too Intimate a Screen: Men, Women, and 
Webcams 


Introduction 

Internet settings often reproduce stereotyped ideas about bodies and support gendered 
ways of looking. Noticing and trying to rethink these Internet representations is 
imperative. It is also useful to consider how the gaze is sometimes disrupted in 
Internet settings, even if all spectators do not notice this, and the different under- 
standings of the body that are achieved. This chapter considers how traditional ideas 
about body and identity are conveyed, the disempowered spectatorial positions that 
are produced by women's webcams, and the ways that being visual, looking, and gaz- 
ing are restructured by webcam operator's practices. Women's webcams are free or low- 
cost representations that can be viewed when operators link a camera to a computer, 
employ software to deliver images, and construct web sites to frame and contextualize 
their representations. Despite this series of production processes, spectators often cor- 
relate the webcam to the referential or reality producing aspects of photography and 
other media. By suggesting an architectural entrance into women's lived spaces, web- 
cam sites support the kinds of representations that occur in MOOs and other Internet 
settings and appear to deliver "real” bodies and unmediated environments. However, 
the promised reality of webcams is also disturbed by the overt camera processes, var- 
ied web site elements, blurred or static-infused views, and webcam operators who 
refuse to meet the spectator's demands. 

Women's webcams do not provide spectators with an empowered gaze or access to 
private domains despite visual and textual promises. The refusal of women operators 
to furnish specific images on demand makes webcams different from "pornographic" 
sites that sell shows and other depictions of nude and partially clad bodies. Women 
webcam operators maintain control of their representations and develop a form of 
power by the ways that they become visible. Feminist considerations of looking and 
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the gaze, which are also employed in chapter 2, and other theories of viewing, 
including the spectator's relationship to the screen, offer important methods for 
analyzing the positions of webcam operators and spectators. Internet and webcam 
spectators are close to the computer screen or even too near to see the desired images. 
This intimate position has been associated with women — who are believed to be in 
conversation with their own image — and is culturally coded as undesirable. Webcams 
compound this intimacy and nearness to the screen, by depicting individuals working 
at their computer, and propel spectators to see the way they must seem in front of the 
screen. This suggests that the spectator is involved or even intricately bound up with 
images of the self. The privileging of a distant male subject position, which is figured 
in such media as traditional Hollywood film, is becoming less viable as computers and 
close viewing experiences are increasingly incorporated into varied situations. At this 
point in time, the diverse valuation and functionality of the computer leaves the spec- 
tator uneasily shifting between privileged seeing and an abject near-blindness. 

This unstable position provides a unique opportunity to intervene in the ways cer- 
tain versions of age, class, gender, race, and sexuality are produced through spectator- 
ship. Radical interventions into webcams and other technologies can have an effect 
on this developing medium and prevent new forms of empowered male spectatorship 
that are facilitated through closeness. It is important to note how spectatorial posi- 
tions are constructed and theorize some strategies of resistance. These modes of oppo- 
sition might include highlighting technological failures and observing the ways that 
women webcam operators maintain control of the apparatus, looking at things that 
the spectator cannot view, and occasionally deciding to be visibly not available. The 
mediated appearances of women webcam operators and the construction of selves, 
which occur with weblogs, "home" pages, and photo archives, suggest that sentiments 
about visibility are shifting. Critically studying these developments can explain how 
power is mediated through empowered looking, submission, and even controlled 
visibility. 

A more detailed understanding of women's webcams is facilitated by considering 
the literature on webcams, their "history," women's role in running the technology 
and designing sites, the regulation of the spectator, the malfunctioning of viewing and 
voyeurism, depictions of operators looking back, and the relationship to men's web- 
cam sites. The analysis of women's statements, web sites, and the associated literature 
suggest how women webcam operators intend their sites to be perceived and how 
being visual, looking, and gazing function in webcams. The advent of such Internet 
technologies and the accompanying practices of women webcam operators encourage 
a rethinking of how the spectator is structured to look as well as what the spectator 
sees. Despite the obvious import of such concepts, the spectator's distance from the 
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screen and the incapacitated gaze remain largely unconsidered in Internet studies and 
computer-mediated communication literature. I hope to rectify this and encourage 
further writing in the field by providing information on how webcam spectatorship 
functions, suggesting the ways that the literature has misrepresented webcam prac- 
tices, and indicating some theoretical models that can further explain computer and 
Internet spectatorship. 

Feminism and Spectatorship 

Feminist considerations of spectatorship, looking, and the gaze can suggest how 
women webcams operators use computer technologies to make themselves visible in 
controlled ways. The feminist literature employed in this chapter does not specifical- 
ly address the Internet and computer but it does provide an important set of theoret- 
ical concepts for discussing spectatorship and the ways that webcam operators can 
gaze back. There is a wealth of feminist and gender scholarship that considers how the 
gaze, which can be defined as power-imbued staring, produces and enforces gendered 
positions. Some of this literature has already been employed in chapter 2, in order to 
show how looking is rendered through textual MOO narratives and how traditional 
forms of gazing are reproduced in Internet settings. Webcams have the potential to 
reinforce gender norms and provide erotic views. However, they also offer women a 
heightened control over their representations. 

Feminist film theory suggests how the spectator's nearness to the computer screen 
prevents an ideal view as well as the means by which women webcam operators dis- 
able and restructure the empowered gaze. I intend for this consideration to be differ- 
ent from the kind of analysis that presumes visual media technologies have to be part 
of an objectifying process, which permits viewers to look upon and possess women's 
bodies. Such arguments sometimes derive from a simplistic reading of Mulvey's work 
on Hollywood film. 1 Mulvey has argued that the male subject looks and the object of 
the gaze is female. She relates this troubling binary relationship, which empowers the 
male viewer, to how technology and society script the male spectator into a voyeuris- 
tic position. Webcams offer a possible site of resistance to this dualistic structure of 
looking because the spectator is too close to the screen and the image is too fragment- 
ed for voyeurism to operate properly. Spectators and operators can begin to resist the 
binary logic of classical cinema and the objectifying gaze of other media by acknowl- 
edging the camera-based aspects of image production, the ways spectators look 
"through” technologies, and the fact that unmediated bodies and spaces are not 
delivered. Ignoring the constructed aspects of these representations makes it easier to 
institute webcam and other stereotyped representations as real. 
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The depictions of women webcam operators viewing the screen indicate that 
women look and are seen. Mulvey and a number of other scholars have rethought the 
connection between the gaze and patriarchal structures and tried to develop strategies 
to empower female spectators . 2 For instance, Doane uses instances where women look 
and even gaze back to envision forms of empowered female spectatorship . 3 Salecl and 
Zizek present a more gender-neutral conception of the gaze, describing it as a means 
of control and captivation with power that lures the other into submission . 4 They 
indicate that compliance and power can be the products as well as the instigators of 
the gaze. Nevertheless, certain kinds of heterosexual white men still tend to expect 
privileged forms of looking. The rendering of the computer as an empowering device, 
and its association with straight, white, and Western subjects, is troubling because it 
seems to provide access onto physical environments and bodies. In this chapter, I 
suggest how computer representations are constructed, instances of visible women 
viewers, and the ways incapacity also circulates in the webcam medium. Studying how 
spectatorial failure occurs in women's webcams can help to disable the entitled posi- 
tion of male users and programmers that has already been weakened by reporting of 
the bankruptcy and dissolution of dot com companies. 

Critical and Journalistic Considerations of Webcams 

A great deal of the literature about webcams focuses on the voyeuristic aspects of the 
medium and the "unbecoming" ways women become visible. For instance, Jesse Berst 
refers to webcam viewing as "virtual voyeurism ." 5 John Dvorak describes the operator 
as an "exhibitionist who positions a cam on herself to titillate young boys ." 6 In 
Howard A. Landman's "Sonnets to JenniCam," the potentially submissive aspects of 
being looked at are underscored by the mention of the "gaze" and the ways that the 
operator "offers up unto the world golden apples for our eyes ." 7 Such comments sug- 
gest that women webcam operators too willingly relent to the sexual passions of men, 
enable traditional forms of spectatorship, and offer themselves up to the male gaze. 
Dvorak's assessment that there is "something creepy about having a camera pointing 
at you" is understandable because academic and popular descriptions suggest that 
webcams extend the spectator's body and sight into the operator's domain . 8 For exam- 
ple, Campanella argues that webcams "are a set of wired eyes" and a "digital extension 
of the human faculty of vision ." 9 He briefly acknowledges the possibility that images 
are faked or prerecorded, but continues to support the idea that webcams allow us to 
"watch the real thing ." 10 Simon Firth also describes these representations as a direct 
recording or even as an unmediated physicality when he suggests that women's 
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webcams share "a fidelity to the moment ." 11 Even if there "isn't that much to see," 
Steven Shaviro and others indicate that the ability to look is a key aspect of webcams . 12 

Academic and popular accounts indicate that webcams facilitate otherwise unat- 
tainable views and provide an entrance into private domains. Campanella rhapsodizes 
that he has "never set foot in Jerusalem, yet on most days I see the faithful gather at 
its Western Wall ." 13 Sandra Blessum, who watches an African game reserve site, argues, 
"I may never get to SA (although I wish I could) but I go there EVERY day ." 14 Their 
comments suggest that webcam sites do more than deliver pictures; they bring the 
spectator near otherwise distant terrain and bodies. Webcam movement, which is 
facilitated by the cycling of the screen, loading of images, and ongoing motion of fig- 
ures, encourages Blessum to distinguish between going and being somewhere. The 
webcam interface renders a relationship to another place, but it never permanently 
places the spectator in the material environment or fully indicates that the spectator 
is the depicted operator. This makes the association between webcam spectator and 
operator different from the relationship between spectator and MOO character. 
Webcam spectatorship is rendered as intimate, but there are also acknowledgments of 
its limitations. Katharine Mieszkowski suggests that webams "offer a strange mixture 
of distance and intimacy," and Shaviro notes that they are "intimate, but not reveal- 
ing ." 15 Unfortunately, this intimacy is never related to the spectator's closeness to the 
computer screen. 

Kristine Blair and Pamela Takayoshi briefly suggest that Jennifer Ringley may have 
some control over men's views of her webcam. However, they conclude that the 
"addressed and invoked audience for Jennifer's site is male, a creation of an image by 
a woman for a man .'' 16 My study of webcams, which considers the ways women con- 
trol the technologies, act as viewers and fans, and refuse to respond to spectators' 
demands, suggests that Blair and Takayoshi's analysis of webcam spectatorship is 
incorrect. Their reading also risks damaging feminist politics, visibility, and empower- 
ment. Feminist interventions into Internet representations should note the many 
women Internet spectators and producers. Treating the work of women webcam oper- 
ators and other Internet producers as significant forms of cultural production 
acknowledges their interests and values. Suggesting that this medium is produced, 
directed, or employed only by men prevents a broader understanding of how inter- 
faces function and can also prevent women from intervening in the more troubling 
aspects of Internet images and ideas; it also makes women distressingly invisible. 

This chapter presents a different account than most of the webcam literature. I sug- 
gest that there are positive political aspects of women's webcams, which include the 
operators' defiant modes of address and resistance to fully producing images for the 
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male gaze. In this study, I want to avoid replicating the concepts of Victor Burgin, 
Katharine Mieszkowski, and other writers who suggest that girls and young women are 
the only ones who portray themselves with webcams and thereby reduce their produc- 
tion strategies to childish practices, a transitional stage, and "rights of passage ." 17 A 
productive cultural analysis should acknowledge the different people who use such 
Internet technologies as webcams at the same time as it attempts to theorize how these 
systems function. Only a study that addresses both personal statements and larger 
genre-wide trends can indicate the significant ways that looking and being looked at 
empower and subdue the individual. 

Webcams 

Webcams are sometimes called cams, livecams, homecams, or netcams. They periodi- 
cally make images available to other Internet spectators through a web page . 18 The 
loading of new webcam images may occur as frequently as every few seconds or as 
infrequently as every few hours. There are also many instances when the webcam 
interface does not deliver any image, or at least any representation of something that 
is currently happening in front of the camera. A higher bandwidth can facilitate 
"streaming video," which may be described as "moving images," but it still provides 
the spectator with a staccato view or a sequence of stills . 19 Despite these delivery prob- 
lems, various Internet dictionaries and webcam sites suggest that one of the key 
aspects of webcams is "liveness" and the way it delivers, or at least seems to deliver, 
"real-time" images. 

Narratives about real time are an important aspect of the Internet, make settings 
seem real, and promise the spectator particular kinds of experiences. Real-time events 
occur at roughly the same speed that they would in "real life" so the highly simulat- 
ed aspects of computer technologies are easier to displace . 20 Real time is understood as 
"sufficiently immediate .” 21 Computers and other technologies produce real time but 
this facilitation is displaced. Margaret Morse indicates that computers simulate dura- 
tion in ways that elide their extensive information processing and what occurs inside 
the computer . 22 The differences between the viewer and Internet representations can 
be partially displaced by relating the lived time of the individual to the real time of 
computers and webcams. This makes images seem like a physical setting that can be 
entered by the spectator. 

The spectator is also encouraged to engage with webcam images as an unmediated 
reality because of the references to photography. The webcam is described as a "cam- 
era designed to take digital photographs ." 23 Such statements invite spectators to ignore 
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the constructed aspects of webcam images and the different media available on web- 
cam sites. The spectator's investment in photographs and webcams is based on the 
assumption that the camera has recorded the trace of an object that was in front of it, 
which Barthes refers to as “that-has-been," and that viewing the image is like looking 
at the object and being in the moment. 24 Photographs are, according to Rosalind 
Krauss, "a kind of deposit of the real itself" because of the ways that light renders 
images and the visual similarities between the reproduction and what it depicts. 25 
Webcams are also believed to deliver images that are the same as the depicted scene, 
although image breakdown, resolution problems, and their two-dimensionality make 
the images distinctly different from the operator's home space. 26 The mechanical and 
automatic qualities of the photography and webcam apparatus are thought to guaran- 
tee the unbiased rendering of a particular scene. Society has associated photography, 
webcams, and other digital images with the real because of these effects. 

Early webcam views of fish tanks and coffeemakers seemed to deliver real and 
unmediated objects because of the simplicity of the visual shapes. In 1991, Quentin 
Stafford-Fraser and Paul Jardetzky, who were Cambridge University computer scien- 
tists, wrote some programs in order to present images of their coffeepot over a local 
network before the advent of the web. 27 Such "histories" suggest that webcams were 
employed as a way of providing a voyeuristic position with views of a changing 
spatial environment, since the fish's position and the level of coffee changed, but at 
the same time resisted total infiltration into operators' lives and intimate environ- 
ments. It is also likely that the low resolution of early webcam images and the length 
of time that it took for images to load determined the genre's conventions. These early 
chronicles indicate spectators' investment in the documentary aspects of webcams, 
the level of engagement operators had with their computers (since they were unwill- 
ing to disengage if there was no coffee), and the ways they employed the computer as 
a tool to map their local environment. 

Some webcams still display coffee pots and fish tanks but there are also representa- 
tions of other animals, buildings, erotica, live events, people in their homes and 
offices, traffic, outdoor scenery, and weather. There has also been a significant increase 
in the number of webcams available as operators explore the possibilities of the medi- 
um. Worldwide Webcam Sites offered links to over 10,000 webcam-related sites in May 
1999; 26,000 in December 2000; and 42,000 in September 2004. 28 This increase is 
based on the availability of cheaper webcams and Internet service providers, faster 
Internet downloads, more "user-friendly" webcam installations, heightened press cov- 
erage, and the growing public acceptance of this medium. Individual operators prob- 
ably encouraged the acceptability of webcams by quoting already established popular 
practices. 
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The webcam vernacular borrows from documentary and autobiographical genres. 
The contemporary fascination with packaging people's lives into documentary kinds 
of entertainment and the desire to surreptitiously watch people's most intimate 
moments is figured in recent films like The Truman Show (Peter Weir, 1998). Such 
artists as Laurie Anderson, Joseph Beuys, Karen Finley, Holly Hughes, Adrian Piper, and 
Carollee Schneeman produce works that seem to "share" their lives with the audience. 
Other artists, including Ana Voog and Julia Scher, have employed webcams in their 
work. The indication that people are presenting their home spaces and personal lives 
through webcams is related to such documentary explorations as PBS's An American 
Family, which represented the private lives of the Loud family on public television in 
1973. Webcams are also related to the reality television genre, including such shows 
as American Idol, Big Brother, Cops, Court TV, The Real World, Room Raiders, and Survivor. 
Reality television provides viewers with lifestyle reassurances, since the interactions 
can be banal, and the voyeuristic thrill of watching "real" people going about their 
daily lives. 

These media practices can provide a background for webcams, but there are also dis- 
tinct production and spectatorial differences. For instance, reality television shows are 
usually taped rather than broadcast live. This allows these shows to be both "real" and 
highly edited in order to produce a more interesting story through the privileging of 
particular narrative plot developments. Such conventions as hearing participants' pri- 
vate conversations and testimonials about each other are as contextually important as 
seeing what people are doing. Webcams present individuals in unedited — at least in 
the sense this term is used in television — but still highly mediated real time. 
Interactions often remain incomprehensible because most webcam images are not 
accompanied by any diegetic sound. This means that viewers are reliant on visual cues 
in order to determine the action. However, "action" may be the improper word to 
describe images that often feature a webcam operator in front of a computer. JennyLee 
comments on this problem of inactivity in webcam views by titling her pop-up win- 
dow "They're alive!!" 29 She states that "gamers are known to not move for a few hours 
at a time." This suggests that the position of the depicted subjects can be so static that 
the spectator may not be sure if the webcam is delivering new images or a steady 
stream of the same depiction. 

In some more complex web sites, the presence of multiple webcams as well as the 
addition of diaries, chat forums, and other chronicles allows the spectator to weave a 
narrative and provide some kind of action. More important, these materials contextu- 
alize the webcam's otherwise unstable images and act as meaning producing mecha- 
nisms. Sometimes visual and material experiences are conveyed through written texts. 
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These devices suggest that the spectator has a privileged position and can gaze onto a 
compliant object, since there are multiple "entrances" into the webcam operator's per- 
sonal life. For instance, Christopher R. Smit argues that "because these women, the 
Other, are available as images, they are seen as objects.'' 30 Even the shape of many web- 
cams, a white orb with a smaller inset lens, is designed to indicate that the webcam 
facilitates a geographically unbounded human eye and empowered sight. This design 
implies that the spectator's body, or at least eye, has been incorporated into some larg- 
er seeing and surveying mechanism. However, impermanent and often illegible web- 
cam images, as well as women webcam operators' control over sites, suggest a much 
more ambivalent relationship between the viewing "subject" and the "object" of con- 
templation. 

Women and Webcams 

Numerous women and men present their images on webcam sites. Ringley, who ran 
JenniCam from April 1996 through December 2003, is often credited with starting the 
"lifecam" trend (figure 3.1). 31 However, Teresa Senft has stated that Danni Ashe began 
her webcam site, which is designed for a "pornographic" market, two years earlier. 32 It 
seems that Ringley's combination of innocence and erotic possibility offered the 
media a more palatable vision of the webcam genre. Women's "lifecams" or "home- 
cams" are slightly different from Ashe's site because the material is mainly representa- 
tions of the woman in her home environment rather than eroticized performances 
designed for the camera. Of course, Ringley and a variety of operators have also offered 
shows and other scheduled events. Ringley has received her share of negative press. 
Her site was "the target of Roman Catholic wrath" as part of an attempt to promote 
Internet "morality." 33 There was a public outcry among JenniCam fans when Ringley 
became involved with a friend's boyfriend and documented the whole process on her 
web site. Her Paypal account, which allowed spectators to pay for site memberships, 
was canceled because of the availability of nude images. 34 

The continued importance of Ringley's project within the growing webcam subcul- 
ture is suggested by the inclusion of JenniCam in webcam definitions and the many 
news stories about her terminating the site. 35 The What Is dictionary site notes that 
some "cams are in people's offices or homes. Probably the most famous is the 
Jennicam, which is in the home of a 'tall redhead.'" 36 If there is a history of webcams, 
then academic, popular, and webcam communities have all credited Ringley, rather 
than a hardware designer, with playing a key part or even "inventing" this practice. 
Ringley's own version of the "historical" narrative focuses on the move from whimsical 



Figure 3.1 

Jennifer Ringley, "JenniCam: Life, Online," 21 Nov. 2003, <http://www.jennicam.com/>. 

exploration to the medium's more weighty implications: "JenniCam was started in 
April of 1996, when I was a junior in college. It was intended to be a fun way my mom 
or friends could keep tabs on me, and an interesting use for the digital camera I bought 
on a whim in the bookstore. I never really contemplated the ramifications of it." 37 
Ringley's story of flighty discovery, which downplays the skills of the operator, is not 
that different from accounts by and about much earlier women photographers, such 
as Julia Margaret Cameron, Imogen Cunningham, and Eudora Welty, whose works 
continue to play a significant part in the photographic medium. 

The comments of Ringley and other women webcam operators suggest that there 
are notable "ramifications" to running a webcam site. I am using the term "webcam 
operator" in an attempt to emphasize the significant work that women do in techno- 
logically, visually, and conceptually sustaining this practice. The more advanced sites, 
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which run twenty-four hours a day, offer multiple webcam views, chat forums, and 
other features, and require a monetary investment and a great deal of technical 
upkeep. However, women webcam operators' commitment to the technology and 
continued development of their sites is too often downplayed in the critical and pop- 
ular literature. Women webcam operators' complex skills are denigrated by the 
convention of describing them as "cam girls" and the suggestion that they pander to 
spectators in order to receive gifts and other favors. 

The webcam operator's age and the content of the site have no effect on the 
tendency among spectators to use the cam girl label. Instead, this term has unfortu- 
nately encouraged spectators to simultaneously infantilize and eroticize women web- 
cam operators. Even some operators are intolerant of certain webcam practices. Alicia 
Grace tells her spectators, "Don't call me a cam girl! I have a website and it happens 
to have a cam. I'm not one of those pathetic 14 year olds that runs around naked to 
impress some old geezer that will buy her cdnow gift certificates." 38 In "Candy from 
Strangers," Mieszkowski supports this description and describes webcams as an 
"online beg-fest" where teenagers "as young as 15 are getting into the act of asking for 
handouts." 39 The cam girl label suggests to spectators that women will respond to 
monetary rewards with personal favors, always be visibly available on the webcam, 
able to "chat" and respond to email on demand, recognize individuals by waving or 
holding up their name to the camera, smile and look happy while they are depicted, 
offer nude pictures or other salacious material in their archives, and flash their breasts 
or reveal other body parts on the webcam. These expectations have caused problems 
and even contestations within the webcam medium. 

Regulating the Spectator 

Detailed requests or even demands for women webcam operators to reveal themselves 
are quite common. Aimee parodies the conventions of the medium, conceptions of 
cam girls, and the expectations of spectators. She reacted to a directive that she appear 
naked by facetiously "offering" to "get out my sequined thong and dance around for 
you, just like in those strip bars that I secretly work in when I'm not out being a pros- 
titute or making porn movies (you know that all women with web cameras do at least 
one of these things)." 40 Aimee's visible efforts to change the behavior of spectators 
through humiliation and critical commentary are representative of a larger trend 
among women webcam operators to regulate the spectator and maintain control over 
representations. For instance, Messy offers information so that spectators can instant 
message her, but she also advises, "But for fuck's sake, if she's busy, PISS OFF!" 41 Julie 
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bans spectators from viewing her domain if they are disruptive . 42 Through these strate- 
gies, women webcam operators force the webcam technology and a set of presumed 
promises about the sexual availability and submissiveness of women to fail. 

Comments by webcam operators in their rules, FAQs (frequently asked questions), 
and other postings establish a set of strikingly similar legislated behaviors that specta- 
tors must follow if they want to watch and perhaps synchronously communicate with 
the webcam operator through site-specific software. Justice informs her viewers, "You 
won't see me naked" and "You won't see me taking requests to smile, wave, blow kiss- 
es ." 43 Cindy reminds her viewers, "I am not your virtual puppet. ... I will not smile 
for you ." 44 Kathy states, "I don't do requests and I don't do nudity. So don't ask ." 45 
Even webcam operators like Elektric who offer more explicit content such as "walking 
around nude” warn spectators that demanding things is rude and that she "will do 
what I want to do when I want to do it ." 46 Such comments suggest the ways women 
webcam operators establish their power in interactions with spectators. 

Power is structured in unique ways because women run, control, and depict them- 
selves on their webcams. Assertions by women that they control the apparatus are an 
essential part of the webcam genre. For instance, Aimee suggests that webcams are 
"almost like being on your own TV show except that you own the network and make 
all the decisions. I can broadcast when I like and what I like ." 47 Saski argues, "Nobody 
can tell you what to do or what not to do. It is a very creative and controllable form 
of expression ." 48 Andi and Julie indicate that they can be in control and do what they 
want because they do not charge membership fees to spectators . 49 However, women 
webcam operators who charge membership fees to view their sites also put limits on 
their availability. It is always clear that the webcam is contained within the woman 
webcam operator's terrain and that the view may be terminated at any time. Even in 
cases where the technical maintenance or the economics of pay sites are managed by 
a boyfriend, girlfriend, partner, or some other person, the woman operator still large- 
ly determines how she addresses the webcam from moment to moment. 

Women assert control over when they are available and what can be seen even 
though they may design sites in which their bodies are represented as erotic objects 
and allow spectators — both male and female — to look. Women webcam operators' nar- 
ratives of control, which include doing what they want and changing the site, indi- 
cate that there are active as well as passive objects of contemplation. If the spectator 
is fixed in front of the screen, and waiting for the operator to provide a desired view, 
then it may be the operator rather than the spectator who is active and empowered. 
It is possible to dismiss these instances of control, which are achieved through the par- 
ticular dynamics of webcam settings and may not work in other situations. However, 
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men also gain control through the body, as suggested in the afterword, even when this 
power is achieved by denying fleshy forms of embodiment. 

Operators like Messy make it clear that women's control of their webcams include 
the possibility of being visibly not visible. She warns her viewers that they should not 
expect her to be available at certain times and that she "turns off this cam when 
DOING IT ." 50 Resistance and a kind of violence to the spectator's vision are important 
parts of women webcam operators' practices. Messy and Aimee address their specta- 
tors as "dumbass," "fuggin' twit," and "freak," and they "giggle at the intensity of the 
ignorance" that is so unbelievable that at least Messy wants "to poison the water sup- 
ply ." 51 Their obstruction of the spectator's demands and "right of way" are in conflict 
with indications that the Internet offers "direct access" to information and communi- 
cation . 52 Women webcam operators' comments about control, as well as the problems 
that arise when women webcam operators assert authority over their representations, 
suggest the deeply contested stakes in webcam spectatorship as well as other pro- 
cesses of gazing. 

Women Webcam Operators and Authority 

The many documented cases of harassment, which appear on women's webcam sites, 
perpetuate conversations about operators' erotic limits and suggest that spectators can 
get attention through abusive tactics . 53 The posting of these cases suggests that oper- 
ators' assertions that they "don't really care what anyone else thinks" may be self-pro- 
tective and deceptive, an attempt to work through the comments about their bodies 
and a form of bravado. It would be simplistic and unproductive to suggest that women 
webcam operators are the passive "victims" of harassment. In some cases, bold person- 
al statements and attempts to humiliate certain spectators have encouraged further 
unpleasant engagements. For instance, Aimee has a "Freak of the Week" section and 
"Freak Archive" in which she presents "insulting emails" that she makes fun of and 
critiques . 54 Operators like Aimee put themselves in a precarious position because they 
have an extremely difficult time extricating themselves from unpleasant and unpro- 
ductive conversations. These confrontations are about the ability of women to control 
their own image and the views that spectators want to receive. Webcam sites are a 
hybrid structure in which internal fights for power between operators and spectators 
shape the genre. It is these confrontations rather than links or URLs that seem to 
structure the spectator's engagement . 55 

Cindy's animated opening sequence suggests the ways bodily visibility is articulat- 
ed in this medium and the contradictions that still occur . 56 Cindy's site is designed in 



70 Chapter 3 


shades of bubblegum pink and purple. In the animation, a spinning cartoon flower 
attracts a bee. The spectator (bee) is drawn into a voyeuristic relationship and 
promised that she is "sexy, smart, alluring." This descriptive text seems to link this 
webcam to sites where the spectator pays for live shows, still images of naked women, 
and other services. However, the spectator is also advised that she is "never naked." 
The "but never naked" limits that Cindy places on her visibility can offer an erotic 
agency and high level of control to women webcam operators. However, it also 
explains the unruly behavior of many spectators. Many women webcam operators' 
statements about nudity become confusing. For example, Amy states that "anything 
goes" on her webcam but then notes that there is "no nudity ." 57 It remains unclear 
what "anything goes" might mean since Amy has clear limits about what she wants 
to depict on her webcam. Aimee's and Cindy Roberts's notices that their sites are not 
pornographic are posted next to directions to "click here" for erotica . 58 The generic 
"here" in such directions implies that the spectator can, perhaps with some persis- 
tence, access nude images of the operator. Writers like Simon Firth even indicate that 
the rarity of the "glimpse" makes it all the more desirable . 59 

Barthes' work also suggests that webcams engage the spectator through an erotic of 
unexpected and fragmentary unveilings. He indicates that it is the "intermittence of 
skin flashing between two articles of clothing (trousers and sweater) between two 
edges (the open-necked shirt, the glove, and the sleeve); it is this flash itself which 
seduces, or rather: the staging of an appearance-as-disappearance ." 60 Women webcam 
operators are seductive because of their brief depictions of skin. In other cases, the 
shivering movement of the webcam image downloading and unfolding entices and 
mesmerizes. The postponed and misdirected desires of webcam spectators, who never 
get to control what happens on the screen and see the body for any length of time, 
and the possible pleasurable masochism of spectatorship, which Leo Bersani theorizes, 
perpetuate a frustrated engagement . 61 Delays in receiving the expected information 
are also an important aspect of emailing, gaming, and "synchronous" communica- 
tions. Internet spectators may stay engaged because of these aspects of waiting and 
possible futures rather than the promised immediacy and present. 

Spectators react to this yearning and engage with operators in different ways. The 
About site's profiles of webcam operators, which include brief answers to a set of ques- 
tions, indicate the strikingly different ways that viewers treat women and men opera- 
tors. Many of the women answered the question "Is there an incident that has 
annoyed you so much you considered shutting off the cam for good?" by stating that 
they had considered quitting, had taken a break, or were bothered because of harass- 
ment . 62 Most of the men declared that they had not experienced any problems . 63 
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Roberts wonders "why internet 'viewers' feel it's okay to criticize, slander, and down- 
right harass webcam women on the internet ?" 64 The many webcam operators who 
have decided to stop having a site are as striking as the enormous number of people 
participating in this type of heightened visibility. However, women find a variety of 
ways to use webcams for their benefit despite the negative aspects of the medium. 

Visibility and Webcams 

Women's narratives about the ways they employ the technology discredit the pre- 
sumption that women become visible in order to meet the desires of spectators and to 
submit to a controlling gaze. A study of FAQs and About profiles indicates that many 
women webcam operators started using webcams in order to communicate with 
friends and family . 65 Women are interested in learning about the technology and 
"working through" some of their problems as well as being visible . 66 For instance, 
Ringley has described her early engagement with webcams as a way to learn about the 
technology and allow family to keep in contact . 67 Aimee also notes that she "just 
wanted to see if I could do it and it's a nifty way to let my friends and family check up 
on me every now and then ." 68 Many women webcam operators produce sites in order 
to develop and advertise their computer skills. Amy indicates that the webcam site is 
an opportunity to "work on my html skills," and Mandy reports that it is an "outlet 
for me to showcase my creativity and some of my computer skills ." 69 Ali also enjoys 
"designing the site and coming up with more features more than I do having the cam. 
The cam is just a way to get people to come to the site ." 70 As these comments indicate, 
webcams provide women with a way to attract spectators to their web sites, and some 
women are more engaged with the Internet technologies than with being visible on 
the webcam. 

Webcam spectators also fulfill the needs of operators by contributing money to sup- 
port the site, making fan art of the operator for the archives, and functioning as a kind 
of "surveillance system" or "security cam ." 71 Many women webcam operators indicate 
that spectators protect their belongings and make sure that nothing happens to them. 
For instance, Roberts posted hate mail that she had received as well as the sender's 
address and "he got mail bombed" by her "regular viewers ." 72 Films and other media 
texts may suggest that being available to the gaze can be dangerous, but a number of 
women feel safe and even comfortable while they are being watched: 

I am very comfortable with people watching me. If I wasn't, I wouldn't be doing this. I am a 
rather shy person by nature, and being in front of the camera is very therapeutic for me. It allows 
me to "come out of my shell," but still maintain some distance. I feel very safe knowing that peo- 
ple are out there watching amy cam at all times of the day/night. 73 
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It can be very comforting knowing there are people on the other side of the cameras, just check- 
ing in to see what's going on. . . . I've always been pretty shy with people, especially when we 
first meet. I've been able to open up a lot more through my website and cameras. 74 

Comments by Amy, Izzi, and other women webcam operators suggest that they accept 
being visually represented, the surveillant effect of technologies, and the social 
regulation that can result from being watched because being invisible is even more 
unappealing. Genres such as the slasher and stalker film have focused on the terrify- 
ing possibilities of being in the dark and out of the watchful and protective gaze of 
society. These films have indicated that there are ways of being properly visible and 
protected and ways of being endangered through obsessive and invisible surveillance. 
People also have similar concerns about webcams. For instance, Aimee reports that her 
family has worried "constantly if anyone will be able to stalk me, find me, kill me, etc 
etc. I remind them that could happen without the whole webcam thing.'' 75 But 
Roberts warns prospective webcam operators to avoid providing personal information 
and indicates that stalking does occur. 76 

The "Digital Babylon" episode of the science fiction television series Level 9 (2000) 
goes even further than Roberts in suggesting the degree to which women are endan- 
gered when they employ webcams. It depicts the stalking and killing of women who 
do live webcam sex shows. In the television episode, the "live" material from the mur- 
ders is then offered to a fascinated and horrified Internet audience. The reactions of 
most of the case investigators and spectators indicate that women webcam operators 
are too sexually available and improperly visible. The characters in the television 
program suggest that these women are taking unnecessary risks, even though they are 
only selling representations. News programs, talk shows, and other media encourage 
women to submit to being visible for their own safety and suggest that they remain 
on populated paths, in well-lighted corridors, and within the safe purview of surveil- 
lance cameras. The Level 9 episode and these other media may seem to present 
conflicting "advice" on visibility. However, they all discourage women from being sex- 
ually and erotically engaged with their own image. 

Being visible and allowing others to look is believed to disempower women. 
Foucault indicates that individuals who are knowingly "subjected to a field of visibil- 
ity" learn to regulate their behavior because of potential physical and social reprisals. 77 
Women webcam operators place themselves in a field of visibility. Some of them set 
up their own version of surveillant protection with webcams. However, their com- 
ments indicate that the controlled forms of visibility, which they choose, provide a 
much more empowering position than submitting to traditional forms of the gaze. 
Women webcam operators have more control over when and how they are visible 
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than spectators have over the availability of their MOO characters. Carol Clover sug- 
gests that women who curb their sexuality and adopt an androgynous persona survive 
in slasher films. 78 However, some women webcam operators indicate that they gain a 
protective visibility and form of empowerment through their sexuality rather than at 
its expense. Their position resists traditional media narratives, which indicate that 
women will be punished for being sexual. Operators like Elektric enjoy "living out" 
their "exhibitionist tendencies.'' 79 Personal expressions of comfort and potentially 
pleasurable women's activities occur in webcam practices even though the media 
provides women operators with contrary messages. 

Making Texts Real 

Women webcam operators constitute a significant part of the viewing audience. They 
highlight their interest in particular women webcam operators and construction of a 
type of community by participating in synchronous webcam communication forums, 
contributing to fan sites, and posting to other operators' Internet weblogs and 
Livejournals. During a contest to nominate the best female webcam operator, women 
enthusiastically reviewed sites and credited Voog and others with bringing them to the 
genre. 80 On the About site, women webcam operators like Ali, Charity, and Lilith also 
credited Voog and Ringley for their interest in webcams. 81 In such forums, women 
webcam operators have been much more likely to credit other women than men for 
inspiring them to start their own webcam site. Women's engagement with spectators 
and other operators allows them to produce a communal setting. 

Unfortunately, such options also encourage operators and spectators to understand 
Internet representations as physical people. Women webcam operators use a variety of 
effects in order to make images and texts seem like a physical world. These strategies 
are part of the larger tendency to render Internet settings as material, spatial, and alive. 
For instance, the slogan for Jennifer Ringley's webcam site is "life, online" (figure 
3.1). 82 The spectator is "welcomed" and encouraged to "enter" into the personal envi- 
ronment of the webcam operator. Gwen's advertisement encourages the spectator to 
"enter the life of a college student," while Mandy's invites the spectator to "look into 
[her] life." 83 Amy offers a "Welcome to AMYCAM, also known as The World I Know" 
on her opening page. 84 Such greetings suggest that the spectator has entered into a pri- 
vate domain and will gain intimate views of personal happenings. As I have already 
suggested, textual and visual representations of entering support claims of realness 
and authenticity. They suggest that physicality and presence are possible through the 
Internet. Such terms as "life," "live," and "real" are used within the webcam genre as 
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well as in other Internet settings in an attempt to make Internet representations into 
a kind of physical and material reality. 

Women operators make over sequential webcam representations so that they seem 
to provide spectators with the woman's body. There are also depictions of operators 
exiting the screen and presumably being physically present in the spectator's lived 
space. For instance, Aimee's flash-animated sequence depicts the spectator trying to 
program the computer to download her site as the site is actually loading (figure 3.2). 85 
The depiction of Aimee breaches the monitor's glass and case and "walks" into the 
spectator's space with an erotic swing of her hips. Voog's flash sequence also represents 
her dogs leaving the computer monitor. 86 These animations render the computer as a 
porous window that provides access to a physical reality rather than a processor that 
renders representations. 

Spectators support narratives about Internet access when they equate webcam view- 
ing with having a physical relationship with the operator. For instance, Marius writes 
about being with Ringley and spending "countless hours together on your couch and 
in your bed." 87 Shaviro describes viewing as a physical invasion where Ringley has 
"allowed me, a stranger, into her bedroom" and this "body, this image, could be any- 
one's for the taking." 88 Shaviro points to one of the problems with webcam viewing 
and an inherent problem with the way photography is often perceived without fully 
critiquing it. In his descriptions, the availability of representations is conflated with 
the availability of bodies and spaces. Webcam sites rely on our willingness to connect 
digital images with photographs and to believe that we are receiving unmediated 
traces of the real or a virtual body that is still made of flesh. Shaviro suggests that the 
webcam spectator is allowed an intimate view and even to possess people's bodies but 
still does not have access to their thoughts and motivations; oddly, it is the virtual that 
still eludes the spectator. 

Some Problems with Webcam Viewing 

A number of aspects of the webcam technology prevent the spectator from achieving 
a seamless engagement with exposed and vulnerable bodies. These elements include 
the incremental appearance of the image, scrambled surfaces or "noise," the loss of 
image at the edge, the visibility of the pixels, and the omnipresence of the square for- 
mat (figure 3.3). Webcam images of women, as well as other subjects, do not facilitate 
contemplation by remaining still or moving in a fluid way. The "edges" appear to be 
constantly in motion because images are downloaded incrementally. The full view 




Figure 3.2 

Aimee, "A Cam Girl Dot Com, a Free Live Web Cam Site," 21 Nov. 2003, <http://www 
.acamgirl.com/>. 

rarely remains accessible for any length of time. This means that the spectator is not 
fully able to recognize things before they are replaced by another image. The comput- 
er interface promises both interactivity and a kind of manipulable content. However, 
the rates at which webcam images flicker, appear, and disappear as well as the behav- 
ior of women operators remain out of the spectator's control. Banner advertisements 
and other moving features magnify the effect of these flickering images. This constant 
movement displaces any possibility of a contemplative viewing experience. Barthes' 
work suggests that this flickering is an erotic aspect of the medium. However, the flick- 
ering also offers a place in which to resist claims that webcams deliver "real" views of 
bodies and environments. It indicates that there are a variety of representations rather 
than a unified perspective. 





Figure 3.3 

Hippyflip, "Looky Here," 20 Dec. 2000, <http://www.hippyflip.com/hippyflip/campage.html>. 

Even the flickering is not always delivered. Many webcam sites promise consistent 
and unlimited access. For instance, Izzi notes that her webcam is "24/7/365 (wait, I 
will spell that out . . . twentyfourhoursaday slash sevendaysaweek slash threehun- 
dredandsixtyfivedaysayear) look into my life." 89 Despite the promises of Izzi and other 
operators, the webcam provides both liveness and rupture. Webcams are often 
unavailable because of technological reasons, or because the webcam operator has 
decided to take some time off or has changed site hosting. It is difficult to follow any 
particular webcam, research specific webcam sites, and update quotes because of the 
constant changes, disappearances, and reappearances of webcams. The exactness of 
time and date stamps also makes it clear that the spectator is only receiving sections 
of the view. There are lapses in time or missing parts of the visual narrative because of 
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the ways images are delivered. This makes webcams appear to be more ruptured and 
partial than MOO texts. Webcam representations of women are neither moving nor 
still. They are part of an unfinished sequence that never achieves completion. 

The unfinished and incomplete aspects of webcam viewing suggest that the specta- 
tor is too close to see the desired images of women. The spectator often obtains 
partial views because the woman webcam operator is near the camera lens. Instead of 
a fetishistic array of breasts, buttocks, and legs that are presented by the Hollywood 
cinema, promised in the webcam advertisements, and critiqued by Mulvey and oth- 
ers, the brief and often unidentifiable glimpses of women webcam operators prevent 
the spectator from gazing upon the desired body and gaining control . 90 The impres- 
sion of an almost claustrophobic closeness, in which the spectator seems to be pushed 
up against the screen, is supported by the grainy and otherwise illegible images that 
webcams deliver. When the spectator's image is reflected on the screen and both spec- 
tator and operator are working at the computer, then they seem to be conjoined. 
Rather than the singular and empowered spectator indicated by apparatus theory and 
promised by Internet sites, this morphed position may be closer to the fragmented and 
unstable forms of identification proposed by Lacan, other psychoanalysts, and femi- 
nist film theorists. Vivian Sobchack relates such morphed experiences to computers . 91 
These aspects of webcam spectatorship, and the qualities of digital imaging that are 
analyzed later in this book, indicate that Internet sites render bodily morphing and 
synthesis even though there are continued narratives about individual and empow- 
ered users. 

Internet and computer spectators are already much too close to the screen in order 
to enact a classic film viewing position. Metz suggests that a clear distinction between 
subject and object and distance are necessary aspects of voyeurism — a process where 
individuals derive pleasure from secretly watching. He relates the voyeur's care in 
maintaining an "empty space" between the viewer and object to the ways cinema 
spectators avoid being too near or far from the screen . 92 Burch also indicates that it is 
necessary to see the whole visual field in order to have a comprehensive understand- 
ing . 93 According to their apparatus-based theories, male cinema viewers achieve an 
ideal spectatorial position because of their physical distance and intellectual detach- 
ment from the screen. However, female spectators are conceived as being inextricably 
bound to their bodily processes, tied to a version of their image within the screen, and 
thus unable to completely comprehend the text . 94 

Many photography and visual image critics are also invested in spectatorial dis- 
tance. For instance, Susan Sontag indicates that there has to be "a distance" and "some 
detachment" between photographer and object . 95 Bolter notes that intellectual and 
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emotional "distancing" is always an important aspect of reading and viewing. 96 The 
Internet spectator, like the photographer, reader, and cinema viewer, is expected to 
attain a complete, well-focused, and critical view when at a distance. However, 
Internet and computer viewing are intimate activities, and the spectator becomes 
wrapped up in the image rather than being able to grasp the whole representation. 
MOO and other spectators identify with the characters "built" in various Internet set- 
tings and seek out social and erotic interactions through these representations. 
Computers and software programs are seen as an extension of the individual when 
information is retrieved with the aid of the browser's hand-pointer. In this sense, all 
Internet spectators become collapsed with the computer and may fail to distinguish 
where subject ends and object begins. 

Apparatus theory and the work of Metz indicate that the closeness of Internet and 
computer spectatorship is troubling because to "fill in this distance would threaten to 
overwhelm the subject, to lead him to consume the object (the object which is now 
too close so that he cannot see it anymore)." 97 So the spectator engages with the 
Internet and computer and is too close to see the desired view of the webcam opera- 
tor. Or rather, Internet and computer spectators may see in ways that are more partial 
than cinema spectators and more enmeshed with the screen. The spectator, who is 
both subject and image, is situated in a position of intimate connection with the 
screen that has been associated with women and perceived to be undesirable. This 
suggests a certain feminization of the computer spectator, which may be connected 
to the portrayal of obsessive male computer users as abnormal and not "appropriate- 
ly" masculine. 

These aspects prevent the webcam spectator from achieving a voyeuristic position 
and attaining sexual gratification from seeing. 98 Nevertheless, webcam sites highlight 
the potentially voyeuristic aspects of the medium with such representations as Messy's 
binoculars, Gwen's fishbowls, and someone peeping. 99 Campanella describes webcam 
spectators as "armchair voyeurs" and Mike Musgrove characterizes JenniCam as a 
"voyeur Web site." 100 Wikked evokes The Truman Show and cultural narratives about 
surveillance by calling her page "Live: The Wikked Show" and "The View Out Of My 
Monitor (20 second updates) Brought to You by Big Brother." 101 However, webcam 
sites also suggest some of the problems with the voyeuristic aspects of the medium. 
For instance, the Camgirls' web ring logo depicts an eye pressed up against the key- 
hole so that the spectator is on the "wrong" side of the door and the view is blocked 
(figure 3. 4). 102 Messy's refusal to respond to her fans and the almost illegible image 
inside Gwen's fishbowl also prevent viewing. For voyeurism to function, the view 
must seem under the spectator's control and to fulfill his or her desires. 103 Yet in the 
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webcam medium, the FAQs and other declarations, representations, and images resist 
the spectator's desires and demands. 

The instability of the webcam spectator's control over the image is also rendered by 
descriptions of such brief views as a "peek into the life" and a "peep into the room" 
rather than portrayals of a steady gaze . 104 Women webcam operators only ambivalent- 
ly connote Mulvey's "to-be-looked-at-ness " — that which is to be looked at — because 
they are not readily available . 105 Certainly, there are plenty of still images where 
women are leaning back passively in chairs, being "caught" half dressed, reclining on 
beds or on the floor, sleepily relaxing in bathtubs, and bending over so that their 
cleavage or buttocks are revealed. Angled webcams, which render a view "into" the 
webcam operator's cleavage, are a common advertising convention on women's rank- 
ing pages. However, Roger Ebert contends that spectators serve the desires of the 
woman webcam operator and that he would be uncomfortable participating in 
"Jenni's game" because it would make him "a prop in her sex life ." 106 

Ebert's description also indicates that women webcam operators resist classic spec- 
tatorial positions. Cultural narratives and critical theories of spectatorship suggest 
spectators usually read the person that they are viewing as an object. However, the 
webcam spectator cannot have the usual identification with the apparatus because the 
woman, who would be scripted as the object of the gaze by the classical cinema, notes 



Figure 3.4 

CamGirls Ring, 21 Nov. 2003, <http://www.camgirlsring.com>. 
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her control of the apparatus with phrases like "my webcam." The self-depictions of 
women webcam operators, which appear on many sites, also underscore the idea that 
women command and see through the medium. For instance, Ringley depicts the top 
portion of her face in a title banner (figure 3.1). 107 She holds a camera up so that the 
mechanism supplants one of her eyes and emphasizes her control of the technology. 
Her gesture echoes the self-portraits of many photographers. More interesting, a fuzzy 
depiction, which is reflected on her camera lens, appears to be the body of the specta- 
tor. The image suggests that Ringley can see her spectators and control them by 
employing her surveillant lens and empowered gaze. 

Women's empowered sight is also underscored by depictions of eyes that are fea- 
tured on other sites. Sometimes, like in the instance of the eye peeping through the 
keyhole, these images are meant to evoke male voyeurism but instead support the 
woman webcam operator's alliance with the camera and enabled sight. Classic 
voyeurism and the "male gaze" are destabilized by webcam practices because many of 
these depictions represent women's eyes. For instance, Aimee includes a graphic depic- 
tion of elaborately made-up eyes perched on top of the webcam frame so that the spec- 
tator is unblinkingly surveyed while watching the screen. 108 In a flash sequence, Voog 
depicts her eyes surveying the space like searchlights. 109 Alicia and Fabiana's site fea- 
tures a grainy black and white image of two eyes. 110 An eye from each of the webcam 
operators brackets their welcome text. The ability to combine these eyes into a unified 
body or point of view is disturbed by the physiognomic differences in these represen- 
tations and the body reversal, which places a right eye on the left side of the image 
and a left eye on the right side. Such shifted points of view suggest the power reversal 
between operator and spectator. 

Other types of lenses also play a part in the figuring of sight. Doane indicates that 
in films, wearing glasses provides women with a certain form of release from the ever 
present intimacy of her own image and position as the object of the gaze. 111 This is 
because glasses suggest that women can see as well as be seen. The agency that glass- 
es facilitate, by accentuating women's ability to gaze, also makes them undesirable. 
Culture abounds with aphorisms like "no one makes passes at girls that wear glasses." 
Not only do glasses stress women's ability to look back, but they also impose a medi- 
ating frame, a kind of screen, between self and other. In this sense, glasses could sug- 
gest the ways that femininity is mediated and constructed. Glasses play a significant 
and mostly unnoticed part in webcam representations. When webcam operators wear 
glasses, an image of the computer screen is often reflected in the operator's lenses. 
Glasses indicate that women webcam operators look while they are being looked at. 
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When glasses literally reflect the computer screen, they reinsert the computer frame 
and mediation back into the webcam process. Glasses can screen the computer opera- 
tor's eyes from the viewer while also allowing her to see. The webcam operator can 
view, edit, and comment upon images of herself but the spectator usually cannot see 
what she sees on the screen. Spectators are also reminded of their own physical rela- 
tionship to the computer screen when they see the screen reflected back in the oper- 
ator's lenses. Less detailed reflections may even suggest that the spectator is being 
watched and mirrored in the operator's glasses. 

Pat Cadigan explores the possibility of being watched while watching webcams in 
her story "Icy You . . . Juicy Me" (I See You . . . You See Me ). 112 Not surprisingly, the 
main character resists evidence that "people caught in the webcam's gaze" knew who 
was watching them. However, the title of Cadigan's story suggests that despite the 
ostensible empowerment of spectators gazing on compliant objects, there is always a 
mirroring aspect to watching even if it, like her title, initially remains difficult to 
understand. At the end of Cadigan's story, the main character can no longer deny that 
the person she is observing has also been invisibly watching her. A similar theme is 
rendered on a number of webcam sites. For instance, the design of MandyCam sug- 
gests that webcams also allow for the surveillance of spectators . 113 The background of 
each MandyCam page evokes the view through a video camera — complete with an 
almost full battery icon and flashing red indicator that lets the spectator know that 
footage is being recorded. Upon discovering that the lens is directed out toward them, 
webcam spectators may be increasingly more uncomfortable. 

Obviously, there is no invisible webcam trained on the average spectator. However, 
these renderings remind Internet spectators that they are also observed. Internet-facil- 
itated forms of surveillance include MOO commands that provide details about char- 
acters, the tracing of email and Internet protocol (IP) addresses to specific spectators, 
hacking into systems to gain personal information, and the use of search engines and 
other databases to connect information to an individual's name and physical location. 
This information seems visual because it provides such detailed accounts and is often 
referred to as a "data image ." 114 Like the rendering of webcam operators through site 
texts and the transformation of text-based MOOs into a kind of seeing, the textual 
aspects of this "image" may not be noticed. The news reports about Internet surveil- 
lance, ways that Internet sites seem to provide direct access to corporeal individuals, 
and Cadigan's and Mandy's work place the spectator in an uneasy position. When 
spectators are reminded that they can also be watched, or that personal information 
about them can be retrieved, the power dichotomy between spectatorial mastery and 
the submission of the observed is disabled. 
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Just a Guy 

Men webcam operators also displace the binary structure of viewing, where men look 
and women are available to be gazed at, by diminishing their position and making 
themselves available to the gaze. No matter how advanced their programming skills 
and style of self-representation, men webcam operators expect to be overshadowed by 
women operators. For instance, Bagu argues that men do not generate the same inter- 
est and web site "hits" and fail to be featured in general lifecam listings. 115 Men indi- 
cate that there may be limited interest in their depictions by describing their sites as 
"just a teen on cam" and "just a guy with a webcam." 116 Some male webcam operators 
apologize for their sites, indicating that spectators may be "totally bored to tears" and 
providing warnings that they will see a "boring looking bloke, looking bored, in a bor- 
ing room, on a boring website." 117 These narratives help protect men webcam opera- 
tors from external criticism, indicate that it may be difficult to find an audience — 
although many "chat" modules are filled with admiring comments, and suggest that 
there are limited models to help men determine how to be visually appealing. 

Women webcam operators tend to address male viewers and envision them as the 
most unruly spectators. 118 This appeal to the male viewer, and promise that he can 
gaze upon available bodies, continues in men's webcam sites. Men webcam operators 
advertise with images of nude torsos, muscled chests, bulging briefs, and in some cases 
fully visible penises and asses, which repeat some of the advertising conventions of 
gay male erotica. The tendency among men webcam operators to visually address the 
gay male viewer is related to the many Internet sites designed particularly for gay male 
consumers and spectators and the more limited conceptions of how women erotical- 
ly look at bodies and what they want to see. There are also ongoing stereotyped claims 
that women are less stimulated by the visual. Of course, images of lithe, exercised, and 
young male bodies can also appeal to women. 

Personal statements from men webcam operators about their homosexuality appear 
in top 100 advertisements, FAQs, and other web site features. However, these identifi- 
cations are less common than the visual addresses would suggest. There are many sites 
where the webcam operator simultaneously notes his heterosexuality and acknowl- 
edges that his spectators are gay men. For instance, Kenny's FAQ includes a question 
about his sexuality and indicates the common desiring position of his viewers when 
he answers, "Sorry guys, but I love the women.'' 119 Chad notes that he gets "quite a 
few Gay visitors for some reason and that is surprising because I am not gay." 120 Chris 
provocatively asks, "Want me in YOUR pants?'' 121 However, the link leads to merchan- 
dise, where the spectator can buy new T-shirts with Chris's logo and then tuck the 
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shirt into his or her pants, rather than providing the expected series of erotic images. 
Chris may address male desire, but he also indicates his heterosexuality and unavail- 
ability by providing images and statements about his "hottie" wife . 122 Through these 
tactics, men webcam operators attract gay male spectators while keeping some dis- 
tance from homosexual desires. Their renderings suggest the complicated relationship 
among pleasurably self-presenting for the male gaze, personal sexuality, and the 
desired gender of partners. Such pleasures and desires are associated with queer iden- 
tity, which acknowledges shifting sexual desires, opposes binary identity positions, 
and politically resists normative society, but this term rarely appears on men's webcam 
sites. 

Women webcam operators frustrate male desire and gain power by making the 
ostensible views into their homes fail. The visual promises of men's webcams also fail 
when operators offer webcam views, private shows, videos, and items of worn cloth- 
ing to male spectators but refuse to fully associate sexually, socially, or politically as 
queer or gay. Because they are more likely to require payments and memberships in 
order to see anything, men's webcam sites curtail viewing even more than women's 
sites. Spectatorial desires are also denied since promises of live webcams increasingly 
lead to advertisements with no relationship to webcams, sites without webcams, and 
instances where the webcam image has been pushed to the limits of the viewable 
screen. In many instances, weblogs and other forms of writing have supplanted web- 
cams and continue to promise unlimited views into individuals' lives. These blogs are 
like text-based MOOs in that they promise visual pleasure through textual means. 

Conclusion: The Politics of Being Seen 

Webcam images of people at their computers disorder a fully empowered gaze onto 
distant objects because they provide such a familiar view. The comments of webcam 
operators and the reflective surfaces of the computer screen and eyeglasses suggest that 
the spectator is engaged with versions of his or her own image. For instance, Voog 
argues that "what u see at my site and your reactions to it say everything about YOU. 
anacam is just a mirror ." 123 Christine Humphreys also indicates that webcams encour- 
age spectators to reflect on their own visibility and feelings about being observed: 
"When alone, do you dance around your living room like Tom Cruise in Business? Do 
you read hefty novels while wearing a mud mask? Do you pick your nose, adjust your 
underwear or drink milk straight from the container? Would you do these things if 
you knew someone was watching ?" 124 Humphreys's description evokes a surveillant 
society in which the possibility of being seen encourages individuals to self-regulate 
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their behavior and means of presentation. Even more interesting, her comments indi- 
cate that when spectators engage with webcams, they must also address the possibili- 
ties and the problems of being visible. 

Webcams suggest some ways to resist the more submissive aspects of being looked 
at. These shifts in spectatorial power have already been articulated in such films as Rear 
Window (Alfred Hitchcock, 1954), The Conversation (Francis Ford Coppola, 1974), Body 
Double (Brian de Palma, 1984), Stiver (Phillip Noyce, 1993), and Strange Days (Kathryn 
Bigelow, 1995). In all of these films, the male voyeur is disturbed upon discovering 
that he is also being watched. These films certainly do not present a unified descrip- 
tion of this effect but they do portray a destabilization of the technological order as it 
has been previously established. They suggest a kind of breach or rupture of the logic 
of the screen because the watcher and watched no longer occupy contrary positions. 

Whether male or female, the Internet and computer spectator is literally mirrored, 
doubled, and confused with the screen. The webcam spectator is situated in a place 
where voyeurism is constantly promised and yet theoretically unattainable because 
there is no distanced position. Instead, the webcam propels some spectators to see the 
way they must seem. Ringley suggests that women understand her webcam and work 
through body issues by viewing. They email and indicate that JenniCam, which fea- 
tures her "big thighs, naked on the cam, and not looking self-conscious," encourages 
them to "just say this is my body, and I'm sexy anyway." 125 Certainly, noting and com- 
paring "big thighs" can encourage the continued evaluation of women. However, the 
work of women webcam operators also has an effect on larger societal conceptions of 
what it means to be a woman. Women spectators can observe how women webcam 
operators have renegotiated their societal visibility, controlled their images, and decid- 
ed to be visible. Women spectators can also see that other women use and control 
computer technologies. Treating the work of women webcam operators and other 
Internet producers as significant kinds of cultural production suggests the vital role 
that women play in technological aspects of culture. Women's webcams offer a setting 
in which to emphasize women's employment of the Internet and a means to rethink 
other aspects of their cultural representation. 



4 


The Aesthetic of Failure: Confusing Spectators with Net Art 
Gone Wrong 


Introduction 

Internet and computer engagements are punctuated by error messages, software that 
malfunctions and "crashes," slow and stalled processing, unreadable texts and graph- 
ics, web sites and webcams that do not load, and other failures. The webcam specta- 
tor fails to control the image because operators refuse to meet demands and technical 
breakdowns diffuse the possibility of intimacy and presence. Net artists engage with 
the Internet and computer by intentionally quoting such failures. These Internet and 
computer breakdowns are threatening because the technologies are, perhaps incorrect- 
ly, associated with processing and functioning. Such problems are also parodied in 
web greeting cards, represented in other media forms, and used as an excuse for poor 
consumer services. Humorous representations may allay concerns and quotations of 
breakdowns, but failures still provide a different narrative than spectatorial control 
and immersion and are a significant part of Internet and computer use. 

Net artists engage, worry, and frustrate their spectators and maintain a sort of dia- 
logue with the technology when they render Internet and computer failures. So many 
net artists reflexively quote and misuse the programmed aspects of the computer that 
they have established an aesthetic of failure. Jodi's %20Wrong, Peter Luining's D-TOY 
2.502.338, and Michael Samyn's The Fire from the Sea represent distinct aspects of this 
aesthetic strategy (figures 4. 1-4. 6). 1 Their works have been described as formalist. 
However, they offer a stance that goes beyond formalist considerations of the medium 
because their employment of misquotation, misdirection, and interface breakdown 
offers a distance from the Internet's ordinary effects and a critical commentary on its 
vernacular. Net artists encourage the spectator to critically look at technology. 
However, continually employing this aesthetic can also make it familiar to spectators 
and no more than a style. 
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Aesthetics is an aspect of all spectatorial positions, including the point-of-view that 
is scripted by individual net artworks, but this does not necessarily provide the spec- 
tator with an ideal or cohesive sight. The net art spectator is orchestrated into having 
certain responses, which include confusion about the function and purpose of the site 
and panic at perceived computer viruses and crashes, because there is inadequate 
information about the site design and programming. Some spectators also have trou- 
ble distinguishing between net art and other Internet failures. Devices that provide a 
context for the representational strategies of net artists are unusual. The Internet and 
computer spectator's position and ability to gaze upon the whole site are disturbed by 
the ways net art cannot be interacted with or controlled. Net art's disruption of spec- 
tatorial mastery, and its production of a distinctly different spectator than the one 
promised by such concepts as computer "interactivity," encourages the spectator to 
read Internet technologies differently. 

The net art aesthetic also suggests that there are problems with maintaining unique 
Internet "objects" and authorship. Museums and other web sites, which seek to pre- 
serve the aura of objects, struggle with the lack of materiality, the copied and quoted 
aspects of net art, and the issues introduced in Walter Benjamin's "The Work of Art in 
the Age of Mechanical Reproduction ." 2 Benjamin, whose work has influenced a group 
of theorists, cultural producers, and many net artists, argued that the value of art 
objects dissipates with mechanical reproduction. Varied aspects of Internet and com- 
puter settings contribute to this destabilization of singular and specific works. 
Different computers, monitors, browsers and connection speeds produce contrary 
views. Such problems encourage an interrogation of traditional reading and viewing 
positions. They also suggest that technologies, as well as cultural producers, play a part 
in the spectator's experience with Internet- and computer-facilitated representations. 

Spectators are structured to look, and a version of artists can still be seen through 
such failures as misdirection, misquotation, and crashes. There is a possibility that net 
art authorship will remain elevated and intact because spectators are scripted to fail. 
While the failures of webcam spectatorship provide a form of power to women oper- 
ators, who would otherwise be rendered as the object of the gaze, net artworks may 
continue to empower artists whose works of art and position tend to be canonized in 
other situations. Examining the relationship between aesthetics and net art, the differ- 
ent ways that the term "net art" is employed, critical and popular uses of failure, and 
the employment of failure in Jodi's, Luining's, and Samyn's net art can explain the 
positions of the net art spectator and artist. The failures represented by net artists can 
have a political effect on Internet spectatorship and be employed as critical strategies 
in researching and designing Internet sites. However, the net art tactic of questioning 
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the familiar functions of the Internet by scripting some spectators to misunderstand, 
and rendering an ostracized other or "clueless newbie," indicates that the net art aes- 
thetic of failure cannot work as an inclusive critical strategy without some revisions. 

Aesthetics and Net Art 

The spectator's engagement with net art aesthetics is informed by contemporary con- 
ceptions of art and new media. The Oxford English Dictionary indicates that aesthetics 
is "the philosophy or theory of taste." 3 Aesthetics has been understood as a coherent 
set of standards for judging art, which is based on morals, social, or visual criteria, or 
some combination of these. 4 However, some more recent arguments insist that the 
"social," in the form of cultural values and beliefs, always inform aesthetics. For 
instance, feminist aesthetics has encouraged spectators to acknowledge the cultural 
and ideological aspects of reading and viewing. According to Mary Devereaux, the 
development of feminist aesthetics, which occurred in the 1980s, helped to emphasize 
the many cultural, historical, and political variables that affect conceptions of artistic 
genius, aesthetic value, skill, and taste. 5 Sarah Worth indicates that feminist aesthetics 
"examines and questions aesthetic theory" rather than providing methods for judging 
art. 6 Hal Foster's "anti-aesthetic" is similar to feminist aesthetics and resists ongoing 
beliefs, which are often associated with Immanuel Kant, that aesthetic judgment, or 
deliberations about what is beautiful and pleasurable, are universal. 7 These related 
political projects continue to have an influence on such contemporary art practices as 
net art. 

My consideration of net art is politically aligned with feminist aesthetics and a ver- 
sion of Foster's anti-aesthetics. The cultural aspects of aesthetics as well as such "taste"- 
oriented issues as color and composition are considered. Aesthetic engagement is 
always an aspect of spectatorship since objects are understood through particular 
embodied positions, cultural values, beliefs, and points of view. People are also under- 
stood through aesthetic criteria. For instance, power is delivered to certain individuals 
through seemingly universal codes of beauty, which include particular body shapes 
and skin colors. Contemporary artists may seem to resist aesthetics by downplaying 
bodily representations, beauty, and skillfully produced works in favor of a more theo- 
retical project or an anti-aesthetic. However, artists like Sarah Charlesworth, Sherrie 
Levine, and Richard Prince still employ a set of aesthetic conventions through copy- 
ing, and Mike Kelly, Karen Kilimnik, and Paul McCarthy through depictions of the 
low. Net artists like Jodi, Luining, and Samyn also employ an anti-aesthetic by cri- 
tiquing art aesthetics and relating their sites to other forms of web production. 
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Net Art 

Net art is sometimes described as "net.art" or even "art on the net." It has been wide- 
ly discussed on listservs and other email communication forums, which include 7-11, 
Rhizome, The Thing, Museum-L, nettime, and the World Wide Web Artist's 
Consortium. 8 The term "net art" usually includes email projects and text-based perfor- 
mances, but web sites are probably the most common net art form. 9 The use of a sin- 
gular term suggests that there is a consistent set of aesthetic guidelines for producing 
and evaluating these cultural works. Varied producers and critics have also tried to 
establish a vocabulary and set of expectations through discussions and production 
practices. Some of the recurring attributes of net art, which have been mentioned in 
these discussions, are collaboration, interactivity, formalism, and reflexivity. The 
works of Jodi, Luining, Samyn, and many other net artists share a loose set of aesthet- 
ic properties, but there are also Internet and net art practices with different criteria. 
Describing a completely unified net aesthetic is stymied because many of the artists 
resist delineated categories and stable terms. The net art aesthetic would seem to 
include a fluidity, which is represented by such strategies as challenging artistic iden- 
tity, shifting the relationship between a title and the content of a work, and using dis- 
play and organizational strategies to make "new" works. This variability makes it dif- 
ficult for spectators to identify and engage with net art. 

Net art is associated with a number of essential aspects of the web. For instance, 
Brett Stalbaum indicates that net art is a formalist strategy, as Greenberg articulated 
this concept, and that the work investigates "HTTP protocol, HTML, and browser spe- 
cific features as a unique medium." 10 Stalbaum and other critics relate net art to for- 
malism's privileging of form — in this case, the particular aspects of the Internet and 
computer — over content. A great deal of net art does visualize the web's language, a 
code that often remains hidden from the spectator, and re-represents the elements of 
the web in countless reflexive configurations. However, net artists pastiche and cri- 
tique the ways that the Internet and computer work as well as directing the spectator 
to its structural elements. Steve Dietz argues that viewers and critics should not try to 
"assimilate" net art into traditional art-historical discourse, and this would include the 
connection to formalism, because these works could "problematize many of the very 
assumptions we take to be normal, if not natural.'' 11 In this case, net art could disturb 
the familiar position of the spectator and aesthetic criteria, which are structured by the 
gallery and museum. However, a variety of artistic movements have challenged art 
conventions and then been incorporated into the canon. Other Internet settings have 
also been lauded for their ability to radically alter cultural understandings of identity 
and production, but this has also not occurred. 
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Spectators familiar with contemporary art and cultural debates have an advantage 
in engaging with net art. Art remains a part of the net art discourse and is embedded 
in the movement's name, even though many net producers and critics have been 
ambivalent about calling these works "art." This is a familiar strategy. Jay David Bolter 
and Richard Grusin argue that "popular culture often wants to deny traditional high 
art a claim to superior status, but still to appropriate its cachet and vocabulary, as it 
does, for example, with the terms digital art or computer art." 12 Net artists use the strate- 
gies of denial and quotation to elide their relationship to such high art "problems" as 
class privilege, hierarchical evaluation, claims of mastery, and the exclusion of other 
voices while still directing the spectator to the importance and cultural worth of their 
work. Net art also has a history of exclusivity because net art sites like hell.com were 
once only available by invitation. 

Resisting the art label makes net art incomprehensible to some spectators because 
these works are difficult to understand and culturally locate. Spectators more easily 
recognize art when museums, galleries, and other contextual devices demarcate it. 
These architectural brackets and labels can assist spectators in encountering new kinds 
of art and aesthetic strategies. They also limit the ways this art can function. In 1996, 
Alexei Shulgin and the Moscow WWW Art Centre commented on the function of art 
and aesthetics in Internet contexts and founded an award for web pages that provid- 
ed an "art feeling" rather than sites that had intentionally been produced as works of 
art. 13 Their accompanying manifesto indicates that the "internet is an open space 
where the difference between 'art' and 'not art' has become blurred as never before in 
XX century. That's why there are so few 'artists' in this space." 14 It also may be why 
some spectators have difficulties identifying and viewing net art. The manifesto sug- 
gests that an artist's identity is reliant on institutional affiliations, but with the 
Internet there is the "possibility of misinterpretation and loss of 'artistic' identity" and 
there "are no familiar art institutions and infrastructures." However, familiar institu- 
tions and infrastructures are increasingly appearing as part of the Internet. 

Net artists have presented their works in different ways and have different relation- 
ships to art structures. Early Internet organizations like ada'web, which released its 
first project in 1995, offered the spectator works by Heath Bunting, Jodi, Jenny Holzer, 
Michael Samyn, Julia Scher, Alexei Shulgin, and Lawrence Weiner, but the term "art" 
was never mentioned. 15 Of course, the names of these artists immediately marked this 
as an art site for some spectators. A more obvious connection to art institutions was 
established when these net works were incorporated into the Walker Art Center's web 
site after ada'web lost its funding. 16 Other sites employ the term "art" more overtly. 
For instance, Jodi also appears on the Rhizome site where the term art is frequently 
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employed. Rhizome is a nonprofit organization that funds net art, supports a number 
of listservs, presents information about new media-related issues, and offers a web- 
based "artbase." This artbase features "art objects" and an alphabetically organized 
database of documented works. 17 Rhizome and a growing number of other net art 
organizations counteract the indeterminacy of Internet identification by calling the 
varied representations that they offer art and by providing spectators with label-like 
details. 18 

The use of the term "rhizome" and other aspects of the web site reference the non- 
hierarchical networks and root-like structures theorized by Gilles Deleuze and Felix 
Guattari. 19 However, Rhizome instituted a membership fee, which was required for 
spectators to view the site, to resolve escalating costs and decreased funding opportu- 
nities in 2003. 20 During active conversations about instituting the fee, many Rhizome 
members noted their support but also expressed concerns that it would prevent spec- 
tators from viewing the artbase and locating artists' web sites — concerns that contin- 
ue to intensify. 21 The response on nettime, other email lists, and Vladimir Kovacevic's 
"After Rhizome" web site were more hostile, suggested that the organization was elit- 
ist and American-centric, and indicated that it did not render rhizome-like "distrib- 
uted systems." 22 The Rhizome proposal and implementation of a membership fee 
unintentionally generated other rhizome "shoots" or nodes in the network. 23 For 
instance, Luining announced that Net.Art Connexion was making a free "copy" of the 
artbase "as a sort of protest." 24 This copy intentionally indicates that net art and its 
accompanying structure of links are replicable and resistant to the kinds of original 
and valuable objects instituted within traditional museums. 

Luining notes that net art is reproducible, but Rhizome continues to connect to 
museum structures, including an "affiliation" with the New Museum of Contempor- 
ary Art that also began in 2003. 25 The Rhizome membership has not been pleased with 
these institutional connections or the consequences of the membership fee, which 
resulted in fewer references to the site. For instance, t.whid indicates that Rhizome is 
gone because to "exist on the network you need to be linked." 26 There were calls to 
"FREE RHIZOME NOW" and indications that the concept of the rhizome was no 
longer applicable, since the site and email lists were "walled off." 27 The decision to 
establish a membership fee allowed Rhizome to continue, further established its "art- 
base" as art, and disconnected it from other sites and texts. 

Even though Rhizome and many other sites use the term "art," there are still prob- 
lems in conceptualizing net art's relationship to traditional art forms. The medium is 
unfamiliar, and space and display, which usually help spectators to understand how to 
relate to individual works, do not apply. For instance, the "edge" between works of net 
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art and their surroundings are almost impossible to conceptualize without physicality. 
Web-based net art could include the browser frame, email interface, surrounding sites, 
computer screen, and computer processor. The mutability of net art and Luining's 
duplication of aspects of Rhizome indicate that even the traditional museum and 
other structures for displaying and selling art cannot fully transform digital reproduc- 
tions into original and aura-imbued works. The museum and web sites, which seek to 
maintain the aura of objects, still struggle with the issues introduced in such articles 
as Benjamin's "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction." Benjamin 
suggested that the authority of objects dissipate when they can be mechanically repro- 
duced: "One might generalize by saying: the technique of reproduction detaches the 
reproduced object from the domain of tradition. By making many reproductions it 
substitutes a plurality of copies for a unique existence. And in permitting the repro- 
duction to meet the beholder or listener in his own particular situation, it reactivates 
the object reproduced. These two processes lead to a tremendous shattering of tradi- 
tion ." 28 The shattering of tradition that Benjamin describes is only intensified in 
Internet settings where the material basis of the museum and its possession of objects 
are continually challenged. 

Nevertheless, directors and curators of a number of leading museums believe that 
museums should play a significant part in the development of net art. The 
Guggenheim Museum, San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, Walker Art Center, and 
Whitney Museum of American Art make net art available through their web sites and 
in museum exhibitions . 29 When David Ross was director of the San Francisco Museum 
of Modern Art, he worked to link net art to more canonical forms of art production. 
He was interested in developing "standards and a critical evaluation framework" for 
net art that would be based on conceptions of art . 30 Yet his goals appeared to be dif- 
ferent from those of some net critics and artists who wanted to challenge the art sys- 
tem through Internet production practices. Luther Blissett maintains that net art is 
"everyone with his own site, everyone with his own domain, everyone with his own 
gallery, they are throwing themselves into the trammels of traditional art ." 31 SFMOMA 
certainly played a part in authorizing this form and situating it within art conventions 
by establishing a Webby prize for "Excellence in Online Art ." 32 Its Webby symposium 
panel on "The Artwork in the Age of Online Communication" acknowledged "The 
Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction." However, the panel also tried to 
displace Internet challenges to aura-imbued works with a new aura in the form of 
human interaction and visceral Internet presence — a tactic that relates to the ways 
that real time is employed in webcams and other settings . 33 Of course, Internet 
communication is often delivered textually. It is copied when portions of emails are 
reposted and people save their synchronous communication logs. 
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Other constituencies have also been interested in publicizing and commodifying 
net art. Art.Teleportacia and its "gallerist" Olia Lialina, who describes the site as "The 
First Real Net.Art Gallery" and more recently as the "first and the only real net art 
gallery,” have worked to define the worth and originality of this form . 34 
Art.Teleportacia and Lialina's insistent use of the terms "first" and "real” in referring 
to the site and Artcart's claim to be "the first net.art_shop" indicate that there are 
problems maintaining Internet aura . 35 Douglas Crimp suggests that the "withering 
away of the aura,” which is an integral aspect of contemporary society, is accompanied 
by efforts to recuperate aura and pretend that the original is beneficial and welcome . 36 
Art.Teleportacia and Lialina try to recuperate aura by developing ways for collectors 
and institutions to own "original" net art, and Artcart offers the "original print” along 
with screen-based works . 37 There are problems with these strategies because, as Bill 
Nichols indicates, the one element mechanical reproduction cannot reproduce is 
authenticity . 38 The multiple and reproducible aspects of net art, which can be under- 
stood as its distinct lack of uniqueness and originality, have also been part of its char- 
acter. In this sense, the concept of uniqueness has not fully dissipated. 

Attempts to authenticate and market net art have instead highlighted such "prob- 
lems" as the lack of clearly official Internet agencies, the easy downloading and trans- 
ferring of simple HTML projects to other web sites, and the inability to fully archive 
net art in other settings. Internet works can be transferred to more stable and clearly 
defined formats, like CD-ROMs and DVDs, but this transfer irrevocably alters the work 
and web site links are usually lost . 39 This destroys net art's relationship to the larger 
structures that many of these works are commenting on and quoting. To some extent, 
net art is only viable within the particular network in which it is situated. In other 
words, net art requires some supporting Internet structure to facilitate its full function- 
ing. 

While it is difficult to transfer net art to different media, the easy transference of 
HTML and some programming to other web sites is a problem for constituencies that 
want to make net art into a commodity. Art.Teleportacia and Lialina have tried to 
counteract this reproducibility by indicating that original net art works can be identi- 
fied by the "location bar" or URL address . 40 Of course, there are certain instances 
where the URL can be faked. Art.Teleportacia and Lialina's argument suggests that the 
originality of net art is based on the uniqueness of its supporting address, which would 
presumably allow for the authentication of net art within virtual galleries or other 
institutional structures, rather than any unique attributes of the work. Location based 
originality and the existence of authorizing URLs would allow Internet galleries and 
museums a heightened control over net art works. Not surprisingly, a variety of artists 
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argue that the connection between net art and the "address," which this argument 
presents as a kind of physical location, is ill conceived. Samyn indicates that "loca- 
tion" is not very important and that the "network has become a place on its own'' 41 It 
might be more accurate to say that the network is a non-space that has no exact or 
fixed locations. The identity of specific supporting servers is supplanted by connec- 
tions that are made through hypertextual links, search engine listings, listserv discus- 
sions, and spectator viewing. 

Art.Teleportacia and Lialina proposed that unique URLs substantiate "original" net 
art works after their Miniatures of the Heroic Period web "show," which included a 
number of web pieces for sale, was manipulated and reposted to another site by 
0100101110101101.org. 42 This collaborative continues to resist the institutionaliza- 
tion and commercialization of net art. Its manifesto evokes the political aspects of 
Benjamin's argument about mechanical reproduction and indicates that an aesthetic, 
which stresses the problems with original works of art, is necessary. They argue that all 
works of art can be copied but that net art reproductions are identical to the original, 
and it is therefore a "non-sense" to employ the concepts of authorship and authentic- 
ity in relationship to net art. 43 They believe that net art "requests new production, 
preservation, and fruition criteria that often conflict with the old rules of the art 
system, like the necessity of critics and museums." Net artists like 
0100101110101101.org have chosen to sabotage other sites and make them "fail" in 
order to encourage spectators to critically consider what technology delivers. They 
negate the originality of net art by making copies. However, the varied claims for the 
critical work that copies can perform, and the celebration of other reproduction medi- 
ums, can also establish a kind of unique status for them. It is possible that reproduc- 
tions hold their own type of aura for academics, artists, intellectuals, and Marxists. The 
dismissal of authenticity, rejection of traditional forms of aura-imbued art, and 
acknowledgment of indistinguishable copies may increase net art's worth in art 
markets where postmodern appropriation is institutionalized. 

Some net artists promote the copy, which according to Benjamin can politically 
reconfigure art and culture by allowing the masses access into a system of exchange 
and power that previously excluded them. However, these critical uses of reproduc- 
tion do not necessarily make net art comprehensible. Spectators are often unsure 
what will occur when they engage with particular links in hypertext and web-based 
works. This suggests that narratives about active spectators who knowingly engage 
with the web and other Internet interfaces do not describe the range of viewing expe- 
riences. Surfing provides one understanding of the Internet and suggests that skilled 
users employ Internet information to "get" to particular sites. 44 However, HTML and 



94 Chapter 4 


Internet interfaces also produce unintended connections and mistaken trajectories. A 
more appropriate term for the spectator's encounter with net art and other Internet 
sites may be "blundering." This term suggests that spectators have difficulty recogniz- 
ing net art and sites that do not fit into familiar genres, and settings are open to var- 
ious interpretations. In some cases, artists and programmers actively produce this 
spectatorial confusion. 

An Aesthetic of Failure 

A number of hypertext critics indicate that linked computer documents produce 
newly empowered readers or even that these settings make readers into authors. 
Landow, a hypertext critic and practitioner, focuses on the productive aspects of com- 
puter and Internet settings, but he also suggests that breakdowns, coding errors, and 
the disorientation of spectators are important aspects of the medium . 45 He traces this 
cultural interest in confusion to modernist and postmodernist tendencies in the arts 
and literature. According to Landow, "Joyce's Ulysses, T. S. Eliot's Waste Land, and 
William Faulkner's The Sound and the Fury — to cite three classics of literary mod- 
ernism — all make disorientation a central aesthetic experience .” 46 Such aesthetics of 
disorientation have been incorporated into Internet and computer settings in order to 
encourage the spectator to perceive differently. However, if spectators notice the con- 
nections between hypertext and these cultural "classics," then disorientation and 
other kinds of spectatorial failure may also re-engage the spectator in elite forms of 
cultural activity. 

Feminist aesthetics and anti-aesthetics invite alternative engagements because they 
consider the social structures that determine how spectators see objects. In a similar 
way, the intermingled formal and political aesthetic of net art encourages the specta- 
tor to address the ways that technology is understood. According to Crary, acknowl- 
edgments of failure and the simultaneous existence of streamlined technology and 
urban decay make spectators aware of aesthetics and the underlying presumptions 
that accompany technology. He indicates that society will increasingly engage with 
such conflicting technology- facilitated terrain as the world of "absolute speed," which 
Paul Virilio critiques, and "the decaying, digressive, terrain of the automobile-based 
city ." 47 For Crary, "any sense of breakdown, of faulty circuits, of systemic malfunction" 
can begin to disrupt the production of a "fully delusional world." Crary's call to high- 
light and even produce failure, which he identifies with such cultural producers as 
Philip K. Dick and David Cronenberg, is also achieved by the actions of some net 
artists . 48 
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The incompatible contemporary settings that Crary describes also appear in many 
literary and critical writings about technology. William Gibson, Bruce Sterling, Neal 
Stephenson, and other cyberpunk authors depict men who must correlate the almost 
omnipotent power that they can gain by "jacking in" to the machine with the limits 
of their physical environments and corporeal bodies. 49 Kim Cascone indicates that 
"post-digital" music engages with such failures as "glitches, bugs, application errors, 
system crashes, clipping, aliasing, distortion, quantization noise, and even the noise 
floor of computer sound cards." 50 Video artists, who may have been influenced by the 
work of electronic musicians, also render digital stutter and failure. 51 The artist Lee Bui 
tries to correlate the increasing belief in new technologies and "things constantly 
breaking down." 52 According to Bui, Korea is a "place of casual catastrophes: bridges 
and department stores collapse, subterranean gas mains explode, and the jumbo jets 
of Korean Air, the national carrier, routinely go down." Of course, an examination of 
international events indicates that the reliance on certain kinds of technologies and 
the failures of both human and machine readings are "global" issues. Bui's list of 
breakdowns has no national borders. 53 

Popular entertainment has also provided a fascinated and terrified audience with 
innumerable representations of technological failures. These include airplane disaster 
films like Alive (Frank Marshall, 1993), Airport (George Seaton, 1970), Airport 1975 (Jack 
Smight, 1975), Airport '77 (Jerry Jameson, 1977), and The Concorde: Airport '79 (David 
Lowell Rich, 1979); other transportation failures such as The Poseidon Adventure 
(Ronald Neame, 1972) and Runaway Train (Andrei Konchalovsky, 1985); architectural 
horrors like the Towering Inferno (Irwin Allen and John Guillermin, 1974); and such 
computer-oriented failures as 2001: A Space Odyssey (Stanley Kubrick, 1968), The Net 
(Irwin Winkler, 1995), and War Games 0ohn Badham, 1983). In many of these films, 
instances of sabotage or other improper human interventions reveal poor construction 
practices and other technological insufficiencies. These films may confirm the specta- 
tor's concerns about technology or encourage the viewer to see the technological 
infrastructure in new and uneasy ways. 

The familiarity if not outright fascination that contemporary culture has with such 
narratives of technological failings suggests why contemporary artists are interested in 
fallibility, boundaries, and rupture. 54 The net artists, who are engaged with failure, use 
strategies similar to those employed in disaster films. They shock the spectator with 
breakdowns, technological confusion, and illegibility in order to warn the spectator 
not to believe that technology is highly functional. Terry Winograd and Fernando 
Flores argue that breakdowns are incredibly important because they make individuals 
aware of their practices and equipment, which otherwise would not be addressed. 55 
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Their discussion of the important function of breakdowns suggests that net artists per- 
form important critical and cultural work when they render accidents. The highlight- 
ed and simulated failures, which net artists like Jodi, Luining, and Samyn produce, 
encourage the spectator to attend more carefully to the functional and aesthetic prop- 
erties of the Internet. However, another group of spectators never engages with this 
political aesthetic because its codes remain incomprehensible or invisible. Critical con- 
siderations of failure need to be reworked to consider these different positions. 

Jodi 

Jodi, which is the collaborative project of Joan Heemskerk and Dirk Paesmans, 
produces an aesthetic of failure that encourages some spectators to attend to the prop- 
erties of the Internet and prevents others from understanding. Jodi quotes such 
common web site blunders as improperly written HTML, broken forms, and malfunc- 
tioning Java (figures 4. 1-4.2). The work is particularly challenging because spectators 
have to visually confront a version of web programming. Jodi renders "collages" of 
Internet and computer things that "go wrong" and believes that the "natural environ- 
ment of us, of Jodi, is the net and you can find a certain condensed form of the net in 
Jodi." 56 Heemskerk and Paesmans disassociate Jodi from an art context when they 
describe the Internet as their "environment." When it first appeared on the web, this 
work produced a number of productive conversations on listservs about the parame- 
ters of net art. However, the solo exhibition of Jodi's work in the physical space of the 
Eyebeam gallery in 2003 indicates that net artists are continually being incorporated 
into traditional contexts. 57 INSTALL.EXE: The First Time You Start Your Computer con- 
sisted of "a collection of screen recordings" projected on the wall of the gallery. 58 In 
this work, Jodi depicts spectators failing to "properly" use computers. 

In the Internet-based works, Jodi disrupts the familiar aspects of the web by over- 
writing it with all sorts of incomprehensible texts. Part of this disruption is the sup- 
porting code for web pages that has now been revealed to the spectator. On the web, 
this code is masked yet available through the use of the browser's "Page Source" menu 
option, which allows the spectator to see the HTML for any given page, or through 
error messages and other malfunctions, which make the programming of sites visible. 
Jodi's work suggests that the structure of the web is somehow turned around. This can 
produce a form of panic or trauma in spectators, because they mistranslate these texts 
and believe that the computer has crashed. When engaging with links after the Jodi 
site, the spectator is likely to misidentify coding errors and other glitches as part of 
Jodi's project. Through this process, the spectator is encouraged to read all web mate- 
rial in a different way after viewing Jodi's net art. 
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Jodi rejects a literal reading of HTML and print media in favor of a more visual pre- 
sentation of text. Blocks and shaped units of words and other aspects of the web are 
offered up for the spectator's aesthetic contemplation. The revealed snippets of HTML, 
which are on various Jodi sites, suggest that documents are transparent. However, 
spectators who are not familiar with HTML, or who cannot imagine why a web page 
would intentionally be written "wrong," will fail in their contemplation because the 
supporting content layers are only accessible when spectators know how to view 
them. Peter Lunenfeld notes that Jodi's net art is not as "blank as it seems" when the 
spectator uses the browser menu to look at the "Document Source." 59 What is then 
"revealed is that there is a whole layer of pictorial ASCII text art 'below' the surface of 
jodi.org." Of course, his comments also indicate that not all spectators know how to or 
think to use these methods. 

These remarks suggest that Jodi's net art is as much about blindness as it is about 
visibility. Jodi operates by shifting the spectator between confusion and comprehen- 
sion. According to Jodi, the site generated a large number of emailed corrections and 
complaints: "People were seriously thinking that we made mistakes. So they wanted 
to teach us. They sent us emails saying: You have to put this tag in front of this code. 
Or: I am sorry to tell you that you forgot this or that command on your page.'' 60 Jodi's 
description indicates that some spectators are unwilling to give up certain forms of 
programming logic and control. However, it is Jodi's work that encourages these spec- 
tators to perform such "spectatorial limitations." Spectators may be alienated by Jodi's 
work or eventually be inculcated into the codes of net art and read the web different- 
ly. In either case, satisfaction in viewing Jodi's site is unfortunately based on the 
knowledge that other spectators fail to comprehend. Jodi and some other net artists, 
perhaps unintentionally, operate by creating an Internet "inside" and "outside." This 
is similar to the ways that such categories as "newbie" and "guest" consolidate power 
in MOOs and Virtual Places by labeling spectators who are not fully a part of the 
system. 

Readings of Jodi's site as confusing or error riddled code are encouraged by the 404 
message on the first screen of %20Wrong (figure 4.1). It evokes the common "404 
Error-File Not Found" web message, which occurs when a spectator tries to view a file 
that is not available. The 404 message usually marks the termination of the user's 
engagement with a series of sites and links. However, in Jodi's work the 404 message 
marks the beginning. The spectator who detects the link can view the site, despite the 
error message, but has been warned that proper files, clearly marked links, and exact 
meaning are not available. Jodi's engagement with the 404 is part of a cultural trend. 
There are a number of sites that explore the history, examine the aesthetic, and even 




Figure 4.1 

Jodi, %20Wrong, 27 Sept. 2004, <http://404.jodi.org/>. 

"collect" unusual versions of 404 messages. 61 The codes of the web have become so 
established that most of these sites refer to certain 404 messages as "classic." This sug- 
gests that 404s are an integral part of the web and, as Stuart Moulthrop indicates, say 
something "profound" about the web and represent "its shifting multiplicity." 62 These 
404 messages act as a stand-in for the larger structure of the web where addresses and 
styles are temporary. For instance, Sarah Papesh's 404 message advises, "Oops! You did- 
n't find the file you were looking for, but LOOK, here's all of those socks you lost in 
the clothes dryer!" 63 She implies that 404s provide a substitute for the expected while 
they remind us about what has been lost. 

The error messages rendered by Jodi, Papesh, and other designers evoke loss or a 
missing gap in the web. They highlight the ways that the system functions and mal- 
functions. Speaking about hypertext, Terry Harpold argues that engaging with links 
and paths "presumes displacement, separation and loss, departures and farewells." 64 
The missing gaps that Jodi foregrounds and the potentially melancholic sense of 
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absence that they evoke are a crucial part of the Internet. Hypertexts and other 
Internet sites contain and intensify absences by making it more difficult to locate 
authorship or even articulate the physical location of the text. 65 However, the sense 
that something is missing or transient does not necessarily produce a completely neg- 
ative experience. The 404 error messages and other kinds of disappearances may also 
offer an erotic of the medium. 

Barthes indicates that brief moments of exposure or "where the garment gapes" is 
erotic. 66 The spectator finds pleasure and agitation in what is hidden, the mystery of 
missing elements, and brief moments of disclosure, such as those rendered by web- 
cams. Barthes compares the momentary appearances of the body to the rhythms and 
desires of reading, which include absorption, skipping, looking up, and dipping in 
again. 67 The 404 error messages also render intermittence and, because something is 
missing, processes such as searching, skimming, and becoming immersed again. The 
downloading of web sites, the delivery of sequential webcam images, the flashing of 
banners, the staccato of Flash images, and the cycling of the screen also encourage ver- 
sions of this intermittence. These aspects of Internet spectatorship may keep specta- 
tors engaged and waiting for more. 

N. Katherine Hayles indicates that Internet and computer intermittence result in 
"flickering signifiers" with unexpected transformations. 68 This is a result of the "con- 
stantly refreshed image rather than a durable inscription," which makes meaning less 
stable. 69 These liminal moments and mutations occur with word processing, program- 
ming, and other aspects of the Internet. However, absence and shifting elements can 
also be stabilized and become a form of Internet materiality. For instance, Jodi and 404 
fan sites change disappearances into appearances when they highlight error messages. 
They reconfigure the non-site of incorrectly typed addresses and missing information 
into desired "destinations." 70 With this restructuring of the 404, spectators see some- 
thing that is meant to inform them that there is nothing there. This produces a signif- 
icant rift between the intended conventions of the web and the ways these represen- 
tations are read by some spectators. 

Many of Jodi's net artworks encourage alternative readings. Jodi also makes differ- 
ent renditions of projects that invite disparate interpretations. For instance, the ver- 
sion of %20Wrong on the Rhizome site offers a completely different opening screen 
(figure 4. 2). 71 In Rhizome's %20Wrong, Jodi evokes the processes of failure and break- 
down, with the flickering background that abruptly shifts from black to gray, the 
"Transfer interrupted!" message, the visibility rather than functionality of HTML code, 
the "accessDeniedPage" warning, the malfunctioning forms, and the "%Disconnect 
ing%Host%20wrong.htm" notice. Failure, or the spectator's inability to identify Jodi's 
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Figure 4.2 

Jodi, %20Wrong, Rhizome, 1 Jan. 1996, 27 Sept. 2004, <http://rhizome.org/artbase/1678/ 
wrong.htmlx 


work, also occurs because its position as a unique and sited work of fine art is 
repressed. As Heemskerk and Paesmans argue, there is "no 'art'-label on it ." 72 
Spectators who are not familiar with net art will have problems finding, viewing, and 
understanding this work while net art provides a politics for initiated spectators. 

Jodi's and other net artists' rendering of disorientation, ideological failure, and a 
rupturing of the "law" are related to recent feminist theories. Butler argues that repe- 
tition and a failure to master certain identity categories offer the "other" a unique 
form of agency: 

My recommendation is not to solve this crisis of identity politics, but to proliferate and intensi- 
fy this crisis. This failure to master the foundational identity categories of feminism or gay poli- 
tics is a political necessity, a failure to be safeguarded for political reasons. The task is not to 
resolve or restrain the tension, the crisis, the phantasmatic excess induced by the term, but to 
affirm identity categories as a site of inevitable rifting, in which the phantasmatic fails to pre- 
empt the linguistic prerogative of the real. 73 
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Butler calls for the rifting of categories as a way of reconceptualizing identity politics. 74 
She continually repeats or rehearses aspects of certain arguments until they fail. Net 
artists also use exacting repetition of technologies, sites, and styles and the failure to 
master craft as a way of reworking traditional ideas about artistic identity and specta- 
torship. Butler's proposal and the work of net artists like Jodi suggest a postmodern cel- 
ebration of fragmented identities. Butler resists the idea that feminism is being 
destroyed through fragmentation and that this disintegration can be resolved through 
a coherent vision. 75 Her theories and the work of some net artists are antithetical to 
attempts to reintegrate or consolidate the divided self. For instance, Jodi employs fail- 
ure for its political and disrupting effects. There is no interest in achieving a more read- 
able and coherent work. 

However, Jodi and other net artists disrupted their own politics by constantly 
employing and repeating ruptures, breakdowns, and confusion so that they are a for- 
mal aesthetic. So many net artists now work in this manner that it has become a con- 
ventional web strategy. 76 In discussions about net art, which appear on the Rhizome 
and nettime listservs and in other settings, Jodi is often used to provide a context for 
other net artworks. There has also been a tendency to collapse Jodi's work with other 
rupture-oriented net art. For instance, Eryk Salvaggio's Absolut Net.Art project, which 
includes a Jodi simulation, has often been mistaken for Jodi's work. His favorite 
response to the project was when a spectator noted, "I don't care who made it, its still 
JODI." 77 Such comments and forms of cultural production underscore the problems 
with establishing Internet authorship and specific categories, but they also suggest 
that artistic originality has been transmuted into a style rather than overturned. 

Jodi's processes of confusion, which resist such things as legibility, linear reading, 
conventional culture, "high" art, and authorial mastery, are related to avant-garde art 
practices like dada and surrealism. However, like these other practices, Jodi's constant 
association with net art has institutionalized and legitimized the work. 78 The Rhizome 
site describes %20Wrong as "a nice tidbit from the kids who invented net.art." 79 There 
are also indications that Jodi "pioneered the use of the internet as an artistic medium" 
and that "jodi became net.art.'' 80 Jodi is incorporated into a series of art discourses, net 
art's lineage is articulated, and net art's worth is validated when Jodi is described as an 
"inventor." Jodi's work may become an origin story and a beginning point, and origi- 
nality may be recreated, but some spectators still conceive of the Internet as a setting 
where mechanical and digital reproduction destabilizes the very possibility of original- 
ity. 81 Spectators accepted the "rightness" of an aesthetic that was once wrong and 
relied on the strange. The aesthetic of failure continues to falter with the incorpora- 
tion of this material into the art canon. 
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Peter Luining 

Peter Luining produces an equally troubled aesthetic of failure by juxtaposing and 
misquoting computer games and postpainterly abstraction in D- TOY 2.502.338 (figure 
4.3). 82 This work, which is part of a series of D-TOYs, presents the spectator with rep- 
resentations of brightly colored squares that move inside a larger square grid. 83 The 
gridlike arrangement and hard-edged quality of the colored units evoke postpainterly 
abstraction, but these formalist aspects are disturbed because the underlying "materi- 
al" is code rather than paint. A white "background," which obviously is not any fur- 
ther away from the spectator than the other parts of the image, renders flatness. Yet 
this suggestion of flatness and computer immateriality is contradicted by the pulsat- 
ing sounds that seem to accompany the shape's progression through the composition. 
In one part of the sequence, each shift of the units within the mazelike structure pro- 
duces a reverberating sound as if the moving square is hitting against hollow walls. In 



Figure 4.3 

Peter Luining, D-TOY 2.502.338, Lifesavers, 9 Mar. 1999, 21 Nov. 2003, <http://www.vpro.nl/ 
data/lifesavers/ 1 0/index. shtmlx 
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another sequence, a staticlike sound suggests that the moving square is scraping along 
an uneven channel that remains invisible to the eye. When the computer spectator 
"catches" and "clicks" on the moving elements, the color, composition, and accompa- 
nying sound change. 

It may be difficult for the spectator to establish a relationship to these works or to 
read them "properly" because of the conflicting messages about form and content. In 
many of his works, Luining contradicts the spectator's visual and auditory perceptions. 
He dismantles the spectator's ability to determine things by allowing a high level of 
engagement or "interactivity." This contradicts various theories, from Barthes' work 
on the writerly text to Landow's arguments for hypertext, which imagine that readers 
have a greater agency when they can change the text. Instead, Luining's net art ren- 
ders a bodily disorientation because things can be operated but signals — such as the 
relationship between sound and surface — are not reliable and the spectator cannot 
determine the outcome. The frenetic sound and speed of D-TOY 2.502.338 seem to 
duplicate the intense fascination with and immersion into computer games. Luining 
emphasizes this association by titling these pieces "toys." Their design, which lets 
spectators manipulate simple abstract representations as if they were objects, may ini- 
tially seem to reference games like Pong. However, in Pong the user identifies the 
white "blips" as paddles and ball, and Luining does not make any such stable 
references. 

The limited instructions provided on the D-TOY 2.502.338 site are called a "manu- 
al," which suggests that this is a game with rules and parameters, but there is no 
detailed explanation of the gameplay: 
manual: click on the moving blocks 

for maximum effect: put monitor brightness 50% & contrast 50% 
soundvolume 20% 

The aesthetic of these instructions, with terse commands and numerical adjustments, 
remove Luining's works from the realm of art. Yet, his "toys" fail to deliver a clear set 
of rules or a standard form of game play. There is no apparent success achieved 
through interaction, clear directions about the ways to engage, obvious ending, or 
means to win. Instead, each of his quotations acts as a false clue or misdirection. The 
shifting functions of the work, in which the spectator is alternately directed to read it 
as a form of art and as a computer game, suggest the computer technique of morph- 
ing, or the "transformation of one image into another by computer." 84 Luining's net 
art morphing, which is based on confusion, is quite different than LambdaMOO's 
character morphs. 
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The hosting site for D-TOY 2.502.338 also purposefully keeps it in an unfixed state. 
Both Luining's D-TOY 2.502.338 and Samyn's The Fire from the Sea are part of the 
Lifesavers project, which is sponsored by the Dutch television station VPRO. They are 
described as "small interactive programs" made for the Internet that were designed to 
"occupy the user for approximately five minutes" and operate "in the hazy area 
between media, art, and subcultures." 85 VPRO's interest in brief engagements connects 
net art, or art like the Lifesavers projects, with the intermittence and brief attention 
that is often designed into the television format. VPRO also suggests that these pro- 
grams, like Jodi's works, are not fully identifiable. However, Lifesavers appear in other 
settings. They are represented by an image, which is designed by the producer of the 
interactive program, and appears in the VPRO television guide when the Lifesaver first 
appears on the web site. 

In Luining's television guide depiction, an abstracted female figure contemplates a 
straight-edged work, which resembles the D-TOY 2.502.338 composition (figure 4.4). 86 
The spectator sees the art in a position that is slightly behind the female figure so that 
only her back is revealed. There are a number of contradictions in this depiction of 
aesthetic and transcendent contemplation, with the spectator waiting for her revela- 
tion in front of the art. Luining's image references a female figure from Oskar 
Schlemmer's Bauhaus Stairway, which was produced in about 1932. Luining's quota- 
tion disturbs the originality of D-TOY 2.502.338 and the possibility of Internet authen- 
ticity. In Schlemmer's work, the female figure shifts her body in space as she navigates 
new architectural and educational environments. However, Luining's figure is pushed 
to the periphery of the composition so that the depicted figure, and thus the specta- 
tor viewing the design, is collapsed with the "art" and seems mired rather than liber- 
ated by engaging. These varied depictions and strategies suggest that Luining is 
ambivalent about presenting D-TOY 2.502.338 as art. Instead, his rendering suggests 
the immobility of Internet spectatorship and the limits placed on the viewing body. 

The spectator's investment in individual and unique artworks is also disturbed by 
the varied ways that D-TOY 2.502.338 can be viewed. The "final" work may seem to 
be an abstract composition, which is framed by white. However, the work's edges or 
limits become increasingly hard to delineate as viewing continues. Through the 
"zoom in," "zoom out," "play," and other Flash Player menu options, the work can be 
changed into a series of similar pieces. For instance, the zoom in option produces what 
could be called "micro" works, since it is clear that this is an enlargement of a section, 
but these images are the same size as the first view. They are both details and 
completely different works. Each view presents an abstract composition that is remi- 
niscent of Kenneth Noland's and Ellsworth Kelly's paintings. However, these net art 
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Figure 4.4 

Peter Luining, "VPRO Aflevering,'' VPRO, 3 Dec. 2003, <http://www.vpro.nl/javascript/beeldver 
groting/ index, shtml? 1 85 79 5 6>. 
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images have no autonomy outside the spectator's manipulation. This browser-based 
spectatorship is related to Andre Malraux's "Museum without Walls," which is pro- 
duced through photographic books and other reproduction technologies, and delivers 
"'fictitious' arts," which render misleading information about an object's scale and 
other attributes. 87 In Internet settings, there is also no constancy to a work's measure- 
ments. The dimensions of the screen and computer options, as well as the aspects of 
the work, determine the spectator's view. 

Luining also alters his art by changing the display mechanisms. By presenting the 
work in alternative ways, he indicates that spectatorship provides different views. 88 
Net art is often difficult to detach from its supporting display structure in the same 
way that site-specific installations are difficult to distinguish from their surroundings. 
Presenting the work differently allows Luining to further destabilize the coherence and 
constancy of individual net artworks. By shifting the display, Luining also highlights 
how the interface functions as a meaning producing system. His quotation of dis- 
parate styles disturbs the spectator's ability to read these works as original and authen- 
tic. Luining cites but does not deliver the expected conventions of art, browsers, and 
computer games and puts pressure on a variety of irreconcilable aesthetic styles or 
"movements" so that their codes fail. His aesthetic may avoid the canonization and 
institutionalization of other Internet works if the display mechanisms, through which 
spectators encounter these works, continue to evolve. However, the spectator's views 
of the more stable VPRO interface, where the site design remains the same, suggests 
that this aesthetic of disorientation, misquotation, and spectatorial limitations is also 
being incorporated into a net art canon. 

Michael Samyn 

Michael Samyn's The Fire from the Sea is more visually complex than Jodi's or Luining's 
net art. 89 His depictions of running children, walls of fire, and fluttering butterflies 
appear to be aligned with a romantic vision and a more traditional kind of art produc- 
tion (figures 4. 5-4. 6). However, Samyn's work also acknowledges its means of delivery 
and critiques the properties of the computer. The Fire from the Sea, like Jodi's work, 
begins with a warning. The spectator is informed that this "piece is not user friendly 
and deliberately counter-intuitive: roll over to load, click to unload. It can even bring 
a fast computer to its knees." 90 Samyn combines images and employs subtle colors but 
the stated intent of his net art is to produce spectatorial and computer failure. 
Renderings of failure also occur in hypertext literary works where, according to 
Moulthrop, "profound shock" describes what these works consider and render so that 
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Figure 4.5 

Michael Samyn, The Fire from the Sea, Lifesavers, 26 Jan. 2000, 28 Nov. 2003, <http://www.vpro 
.nl/ data/lifesavers/ 1 6/index, shtmlx 

hypertext "may be a technology of trauma, reflexively figuring its own assault on the 
textual corpus in terms of insults to the physical body ." 91 Moulthrop's indication that 
aggressions are aimed at the spectator's body as well as the text also occurs in Samyn's 
net art intervention against the computer, which is brought to its "knees" and 
metaphorically disrupts the spectator's body, position, and engagement. 

Experiences and renderings of shock also happened in earlier engagements with 
technology. Benjamin indicates that shock is related to modernist industrialization, 
being a part of the crowd, and viewing the conveyor belt rhythms of films; Wolfgang 
Schivelbusch describes the embodied discomfort and alarm that accompanied early 
train travel; and Tom Gunning notes that the frenzies of early cinema viewing reflect 
experiences with urban life . 92 Gunning describes how early film spectators eagerly 
shifted between fearfully reacting to the depicted things, as if they were real, and plea- 
surably noting the illusions. The spectator of The Fire from the Sea also enjoys the 
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Figure 4.6 

Michael Samyn, The Fire from the Sea, Lifesavers, 26 Jan. 2000, 25 May 2000, <http://www.vpro 
.nl/ data/lifesavers/ 1 6/index, shtmlx 

illusion and notes computer failures and codes because Samyn does not let the view- 
er master the interface. Even the instructions are unreliable because the spectator must 
"click" rather than "roll over" the word "Enjoy" in order to engage the piece and its 
promised programming. Despite Samyn's warning about spectatorial disturbances, 
some spectators insist that the instructions provide the correct way to begin. 93 This can 
lead to a frustrated reloading of the opening screen. It is during these moments of irri- 
tation, shock, and confusion, according to Benjamin, that aura and references to art 
fail. 94 

The spectator's experiences with unpleasant interfaces and disintegrating aura are 
particularly pronounced in Sixteenpages, which Samyn produced with Auriea Harvey 
(figure 4.7). Sixteenpages offers an unusual version of the search engine, which refer- 
ences such popular forms as the Shell gas station sign, winning points in computer 
games, and search terms. 95 In this work, the spectator struggles to manipulate an 
avatar through a depicted maze, and works with keyboard and mouse to gather infor- 
mation. When the avatar — a representation of a fleshy and naked body — is steered 
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Figure 4.7 

Michael Samyn and Auriea Harvey, "sixteenpages.net," Sixteenpages, 10 Apr. 2002, <http:// 
sixteenpages . net/>. 

into the "wall" of the maze, it makes strange sounds of pain and despair. This suggests 
spectatorial limitations. Samyn's work critiques and even occasionally sabotages the 
expectations of spectators with expensive and high-bandwidth technologies, but his 
work is even more frustratingly difficult to view for spectators with outdated equip- 
ment. For instance, The Fire from the Sea has a tendency to stall slow computers and 
dial-up connections even though it can also delay computers with faster processors 
and connections. His depiction of the vulnerable Internet spectator in Sixteenpages still 
renders a white and walking male spectator. Unfortunately, Samyn's critique is most 
readily available to those who are already acknowledged as a part of the system. 
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Samyn's visual effects operate through traditional aesthetic criteria. The Fire from the 
Sea employs a rendering of translucent layers and a dark ground as a way of depicting 
depth. The browser window acts as a frame through which the spectator gains access 
to this rendition of a spatial world. Points of light seem to depict a night sky that is 
seen through the browser window. However, the spectator is forced to contend with 
the means of delivery as well as the content. The spectator must engage with the illu- 
sion of a window into another world, a familiar painting and web convention, which 
supports an "erect human posture," and with the computer's mouse navigation and 
menu-based controls, which suggest different bodily orientations. 96 The diverse ele- 
ments of The Fire from the Sea place the subject in different positions and produce a 
version of Leo Steinberg's "flatbed" subject position. This flatbed position, which dis- 
orders the traditional vertical relationship between viewer and art object, renders such 
unconventional spectatorial positions as appearing to float over flat icons and topo- 
graphical maps. 

The spectator cannot engage with the coherent narrative that Samyn's animation 
implies or even manipulate the elements according to a familiar set of computer codes. 
Of course, this spectatorial displacement has already been foregrounded by his warn- 
ing at the beginning of The Fire from the Sea. Rolling over what seems to be a translu- 
cent torso allows the spectator to manipulate a series of visual and sound elements, 
which includes a tangle of what seems to be octopus tentacles. However, this "bodily" 
control quickly changes into a representation of a throbbing organlike mass of flesh 
that is covered in bloodred spots (figure 4.6). This image is one of the many evoked 
failures and "insults" to the corporeal body that Samyn renders. The pulsing image 
suggests the catastrophic toll of AIDS more than it does computer viruses or codes. The 
spectator only gains some level of control over the piece by "touching" each mark, 
engaging on some metaphorical level with the viral body, and changing its sores from 
dark burgundy to a bright bloodred. 

The Fire from the Sea presents a series of complex visual and auditory elements. The 
bottom register of marks allows the spectator a small amount of agency in choosing 
the kinds of images that are being portrayed. It provides a fairly clear set of effects that 
include (from left to right) clouds, a pair of woman's lips, butterflies, and a wall of 
flames. A layered soundtrack, which includes ocean noises and a woman's slow melod- 
ic singing, accompanies these images. The date stamp, which appears on some of the 
images, contradicts the complexity of the design because it evokes the low tech of 
camera snapshots. Playing children, fluttering butterflies, and other captured "insta- 
matic" moments may seem to provide the spectator with a nostalgic past, but manip- 
ulating the effects means that an animated wall of flame or a scorching sun often 
burns out these possibilities. The subtle qualities and non-narrative composition of 
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Samyn's The Fire from the Sea encourage engagement without providing the spectator 
with a final destination. 

Samyn's work is distinctive because he renders both aesthetically attractive compo- 
sitions and some kind of critique of the medium. He works to keep his identity 
between the expected positions by describing himself as a "bad designer and an ex- 
artist.'' 97 Samyn and Harvey sometimes resist their individual authorial roles by iden- 
tifying their combined projects as entropy8zuper.org. Samyn borrows from the com- 
puter vernacular but his work has some critical and aesthetic interests that are not 
shared by many other net artists. He uses these differences to distinguish and establish 
a position for his work. In an interview with Alex Galloway, Samyn indicates that he 
is surprised that individuals at Rhizome appreciate his work. It seems to him that 
"Rhizome is interested in a totally different kind of Art, you know the kind of art that 
‘looks* conceptual and only uses code as an aesthetic element and is never about any- 
thing but itself." 98 By making these comments, Samyn differentiates himself from the 
formalist aspects of net art. 

Samyn's critique of net art also suggests that politics and critical projects are linked 
to an aesthetic. He indicates that during the period when people were reacting to the 
Communication Decency Act, "when every website made its homepage black as a 
protest against censorship, I made the homepage of FFF black too with the text 'This 
page is black as a result of aesthetic considerations.'" 99 Samyn provides an important 
reminder of how aesthetics operate along with political projects. However, he does not 
consider in any depth the various ways that aesthetic strategies can be political. Samyn 
critiques "the typical 'blinking pixel' net artists," but they all render an aesthetic of 
failure. 100 Samyn may state that his critical project is "to make something poetic and 
beautiful that is about human things rather than machines." 101 However, Samyn's 
opening warning in The Fire from the Sea and rendering of interface breakdowns in 
Sixteenpages demonstrate that he is also engaged with the computer machine and aes- 
thetic of code. Samyn's aesthetic of failure, which includes misusing computer con- 
ventions, both engages and resists the aspects of other net art. 

Conclusion: The Limits of Failure and Repetition 

In the work of Jodi, Luining, Samyn, and some other net artists, clear links and 
instructions about the interface are replaced by glitches and misleading directions that 
only certain spectators can still understand. Turning the ruptures in this work into 
more elaborate site-wide, browser, or system failures is a problem because at least some 
spectators must engage in order for net art to maintain an audience. Net art quotes 
and performs failures while keeping a precarious relationship with functionality. The 
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net artworks of Jodi, Luining, and Samyn render a version of Barthes' punctum. These 
works render "that accident which pricks," "bruises," and is "poignant ." 102 However, 
the poignancy and pain of interacting with net art works eventually dissipate as the 
spectator grows acclimated to sites and discovers the highly constructed aspects of the 
failures. This may even be necessary in order for net art to function. 

In Camera Lucida, Barthes indicates that no punctum can persist over time or be 
shared by viewers. The shocks and moments of intimate engagement, which he expe- 
riences through aspects of photographs, eventually dissipate. Some other point of 
interest may replace these moments, but there is no way to recapture the initial flash- 
es of blindness and confusion that occur when first viewing an image. In the case of 
net art, changing sites and aspects of the work can keep the spectator in a more pro- 
longed period of blundering. However, as the spectator becomes more familiar with 
the work, a clear and less critically oriented engagement replaces an attention and 
consideration of particular interface tools and representations. Net art most clearly 
engages with "accomplished" Internet spectators and those who are familiar with art 
conventions. These spectators can find a way to engage with and understand the quo- 
tations of the sites. However, these spectators are also most likely to quickly decode all 
the failures. Sadly, spectators who engage are most safe from the destabilizing effects 
of these works. 

All of this suggests that there is a problem with the kinds of failures that net artists 
employ and the forms of repetition used to achieve these effects. Butler indicates that 
repetition can be used to unravel dominant cultural beliefs. However, the kinds of rep- 
etition that occur in these net artworks and the ways they have become institutional- 
ized suggest that repetition may also reproduce traditional categories and forms of 
power. This problem with the politics of repetition is indicated by the ways Jodi's rep- 
etitions have become a stylistic convention rather than encouraging further interroga- 
tions of programming and technology. Repetition of particular phrases and ideas, 
which may admittedly be different than Butler's repetition of the law, also negates the 
political messages in other net artworks. For instance, Jennifer Ley's Catch the Land 
Mine! quotes a "click" and "catch" form of Internet advertising campaign in order to 
call attention to the catastrophic loss of life and body parts that has occurred with the 
proliferation of land mines . 103 However, the initially disturbing experience of being 
informed that "you" have lost limbs and received other injuries, after trying to "catch" 
a mine, is not intensified with repetition. The recurrence of the same images and texts 
causes apathy rather than concern after any lengthy engagement . 104 

The Mongrel collective also uses repetition as part of its political strategy . 105 Their 
Natural Selection web site looks like and appears to work in the same ways as Internet 
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search engines unless racist terms are employed . 106 When a search for a racist term is 
initiated, the spectator is offered URLs to sites with confusing rants and images that 
repeat aspects of hate. The Mongrel simulation functions differently than Samyn and 
Harvey's Sixteenpages search engine, which does not look like or operate in the same 
ways as Google and Yahoo! Natural Selection is likely to raise questions about search 
engine reliability, authority, and "guiding" among spectators familiar with Mongrel's 
work and those viewers who notice that the URLs for the racist sites are part of the 
Mongrel site . 107 However, the repetitions that Mongrel employs also rely on knowing 
spectators for the critique to operate and there are some representational problems 
with the work. For instance, the images of naked women, which they employ in their 
fake sites, are objectifying and degrading rather than clearly operating as part of their 
critical practice. Spectators who are not familiar with Mongrel and net art are likely to 
experience Natural Selection in much more uneasy and unproductive ways. For 
instance, when briefly engaging with Natural Selection in the classroom, students 
expressed extreme discomfort with Mongrel's representations, which may be useful, 
and concern that these materials extended the presence of hate. 

There are certainly situations in which repetition and the related performative 
moments can be a research and political strategy. Nevertheless, the ongoing viability 
of such instances remains unclear. According to Christine Ross, the recent trend 
among media artists to focus on "insufficiency" and "fallible corporeality" indicates 
the limits of the performative as a political tactic . 108 Ross suggests that Butler's perfor- 
mative repetition is not a successful strategy for producing political works. The ways 
repetition functions in net art also indicates that the relationship between disruptive 
reiteration and reinscription needs to be more carefully articulated. This might be 
achieved by considering spectators' initial reactions to repetition and the ongoing 
results of such tactics. In the meantime, political groups and theoreticians should have 
concerns about organizing their work solely around such effects. 

Despite critical and theoretical arguments about the political effects of failure, this 
strategy also presents some problems. Spectator's increasing recognition of net art and 
the growing interest of many traditional art institutions indicate that the aesthetic of 
failure will continue to become more stylistic. The institutionalization of the aesthet- 
ic of failure as a common kind of Internet style threatens to compromise its "wrong- 
ness" and provide instructions for spectators who previously engaged with the strange 
and unfamiliar properties of these works. The challenge for net artists, software pro- 
ducers, technology critics, and other spectators may be finding new critical strategies 
rather than relying on repetition to highlight the ways that technologies have been 
constructed. Perhaps with such effects and aesthetics, spectators can continue to read 
carefully as well as differently. 
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Can You Read Me? Setting-specific Meaning in Virtual Places 
(VP) 


Introduction 

There are many Internet sites where spectators uphold setting-specific aesthetics, read- 
ing skills, and artistic practices. Virtual Places or VP, which is a web-based graphical 
communication setting that has been supported by Excite and a variety of other com- 
panies, is difficult to understand without knowledge of the system and its aesthetics . 1 
Excite describes VP as "a community strategy that focuses on bringing people togeth- 
er online," and makes it seem like a material environment in which people achieve 
physical connections and move through an environment . 2 An important part of the 
VP setting is synchronously typed messages that other participants read. There is also 
a visual emphasis and an elaborate system for producing and understanding graphical 
avatar representations as both the spectator and original artworks. The visual depic- 
tions, synchronous texts, and other aspects of the setting are employed in order to 
render a VP user who is engaged in communicating with other people. However, an 
attention to avatars and the ways that these images are understood indicates that VP 
also produces spectators who look at, evaluate, and erotically enjoy visual material. 
These aesthetic practices are as integral an aspect of VP as the aesthetic of failure is to 
net art sites. 

The narratives about VP interactivity, and Excite's indication that the software 
"allows people to navigate the Web with others while chatting at each page they 
visit," make it seem as though critical concepts of spectatorship cannot usefully 
address this setting . 3 Spectatorship has productively articulated visual experiences 
and viewing positions. However, theories about the ways spectators are acted upon, 
produced by varied settings, regulated, and sometimes even rendered passive may 
seem to limit the effectiveness of these discourses in considering engagements with 
graphical communication settings. Spectatorship has mistakenly been conceived of 
as the antithesis of activity. However, the spectator always has some ability to move 




Figure 5.1 

Excite, "VPlaces-[talk.excite.com: San Francisco]," 31 May 2000, <http://talk.excite.com/chat/ 
rooms/channel/travel/north_america/us/california/san_francisco_html>. 

in relation to contemplated works and to communicate with other viewers. The con- 
cept of the spectator is meant to suggest the ways a variety of mechanisms act upon 
and help construct viewing and reading engagements. These issues are particularly 
useful in considering sites like VP. 

Avatar identification is an important part of VP spectatorship and a whole culture 
has been shaped around the ways that VP avatar images are manufactured and 
exchanged. Avatars are made from previously produced material — mostly from music, 
movies, and erotic magazines and web sites (figure 5.1). The avatar images are gleaned 
from popular sources and render familiar subjects and styles, but VP spectators articu- 
late setting-specific functions and understandings of them. VP presents some uncom- 
mon concepts of authorship, cultural works, and the ways that previously produced 
materials should be identified and treated. For instance, VP producers who are often 
described as "artists" and "painters" identify avatars as their own original work 
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because of the time spent selecting, copying, and cropping images. These practices 
conflict with Benjamin's indication that reproductions undermine aura. VP painters 
use a variety of strategies to relate their avatars to traditional artistic production . 4 
Nevertheless, the artistic methods that painters employ, in order to render avatars as 
originals, indicate their ideological differences from critical considerations of repro- 
ductions and unintentionally distinguish them from net art and traditional forms of 
art production. 

VP specific web sites address ethical and authorial concerns about the replication of 
avatars on other VP sites. The legitimacy of VP painters and their claims to own work 
are threatened by avatar "thefts" that put avatar images back into a public sphere of 
unidentified and incorrectly attributed exchange. Fan producers and web jewel design- 
ers, who are considered later in this chapter, also express concerns about the correct 
reuse of copied texts . 5 These ideas and anxieties about artistic work should encourage 
researchers and academics to read this material as system participants and to acknowl- 
edge the complex ethics involved in images and authorship. Setting-specific meanings 
and values are displaced when this material is simply viewed as an example of deriva- 
tive work. However, addressing this material as a participant may not always be so 
easy. 

VP avatars become "original" and "alive" through the production and reading prac- 
tices of informed spectators. Yet it is difficult to determine how this occurs because VP 
producers and spectators rarely explain their aesthetic criteria. This creates a setting- 
specific knowledge that prevents some spectators from understanding, in ways that are 
similar to net art practices. The dearth of explanations in VP about aesthetic criteria, 
reading, and viewing may not be surprising since worth is often presumed rather than 
articulated in more traditional settings as well. Barthes indicates that "knowing how to 
read can be determined, verified at its inaugural stage, but it very quickly becomes a 
knowledge without basis, without rules, without degrees, and without end ." 6 Barthes 
suggests the possibilities for reading differently. However, individual readings and 
experiences are often controlled by societal beliefs about cultural production. For 
instance, Elizabeth Long maintains that reading has to be taught and that instruction 
in particular ways of reading and evaluating always occur within communities and 
social structures . 7 Feminists and cultural critics continue to question how the age, 
class, gender, race, and sexuality of producers are regulated through aesthetic codes 
and conceptions of mastery . 8 

The theories of Roland Barthes, Umberto Eco, and Michel Foucault indicate that 
there are no cohesive authors and that the literary intentions of a particular producer 
can never be fully known . 9 They have looked to "writerly" or "open" works that 
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emphasize reading processes, acknowledge that different forms of meaning are pro- 
duced from texts, and provide readers with more control. More recent works on 
cultural appropriation and borrowing by authors like Camille Bacon-Smith, Rosemary 
Coombe, Henry Jenkins, and Constance Penley also focus on the ways individuals 
read and remake texts. They indicate that people can use these activities to bring texts 
closer, achieve political ends, and make subcultures and minorities visible . 10 For 
instance, Bolter and Landow consider how new forms of electronic cultural produc- 
tion challenge traditional authorship and the relationship between reading and 
writing . 11 They locate this disruption of dominant culture, which would ordinarily 
render a hierarchical division between consumers and producers, in hypertext and 
computer writing. 

Theories of reading, fan culture, and hypertext offer vital methods to understand 
how texts are remanipulated in VP and other settings. However, there is also an ongo- 
ing tension in VP between the employment of unconventional reading and authorial 
strategies and the transformation of these practices into a hierarchical culture that 
regulates meaning making. An examination of VP indicates that current theories of 
alternative authorship and readership do not fully explain Internet production. 
Admittedly, VP is not exactly the same as the fan cultures or hypertexts that these 
authors describe. However, VP culture does include designing web sites, reworking 
texts, and producing avatars that are based on movie actors, rock stars, and other pub- 
lic figures. These similarities indicate that there are some problems with current ideas 
about fan culture and hypertexts. Unconventional reading practices can also rein- 
scribe romantic notions of authorship. 

Internet settings provide increased opportunities to engage with and even remake 
media texts but it is too soon to imagine that oppositional strategies, which question 
media messages, are no longer required. Jenkins argues that the Internet destroys the 
structures that differentiate between media consumers and producers so that certain 
forms of politics or the "old rhetoric of opposition and co-option" are no longer nec- 
essary . 12 Landow encourages individuals to resist considering and critiquing culture 
through the concepts of "center, margin, hierarchy, and linearity ." 13 However, the col- 
laborations and serial production strategies, which these authors consider, sometimes 
require a critical resistance that cannot operate in alliance with texts. An appreciation 
of alternative reading and production practices should be tempered with critical con- 
siderations of the less positive aspects of these cultures. For instance, the intervention 
of spectators and producers into media texts sometimes reproduces or even increases 
the stereotyped renderings of age, class, ethnicity, gender, race, and sexuality that can 
accompany these forms. 
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Critical writing on hierarchy and power by such authors as Nancy Hartsock, Trinh 
T. Minh-ha, Edward Said, and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick can be used along with theories 
of authorship in order to indicate how Internet production renders new forms of 
power. 14 The work of Carol Duncan, Linda Nochlin, Griselda Pollock, and other femi- 
nist art historians are also useful in considering the ways older cultural narratives 
about individual authorship and artistic mastery operate in Internet settings. These 
critical works help explain how VP spectators write about avatar production, present 
graphical material on web sites, and make work into something more than copying. 
The introductory sections in this chapter provide a context for considering VP's 
setting-specific reading practices, the position of other spectators, the rendering of 
stereotypes, and the ways feminist and postcolonial theory can offer critical tools to 
address VP and other Internet sites. Without such theoretical combinations and the 
analysis of Internet sites, theories of alternative authorship cannot provide a way of 
analyzing the whole system. 

Virtual Places 

VP was designed by Ubique and first hosted by GNN, an Internet service provider, in 
Berkeley, California, in 1995. America Online also hosted a version at about the same 
time. 15 Excite began to host VP on 12 May 1997 and has called the software "Talk!" 
and more recently "Super Chat." 16 There are also versions of VP supported by Halsoft 
(also known as VPchat), Voodoo Chat, and other companies. 17 Some of these alterna- 
tives appeared when Excite was restructuring its version. Excite's support of different 
software builds, and its willingness to rectify varied system problems, has shifted over 
time and made some participants uneasy. VP spectators persistently refer to this group 
of interfaces as "VP," VPlaces," and "Virtual Places" despite different providers, prob- 
lems with the availability of some versions, and changes in software. 

Spectators engage with VP through a browser-based client that provides views of 
the web. The browser's functions and visual design are similar to Microsoft Internet 
Explorer, Netscape Navigator, Opera, and other browsers. The familiar features include 
a main screen in which web sites are downloaded, a menu-driven toolbar across the 
top of the browser, and a series of graphical "buttons." The repetition of familiar icons 
and options from other browsers allows the spectator to easily employ this software 
and to continue comprehending the web through already established conventions. 
Excite changed its software so that VP could be embedded in the Microsoft Internet 
Explorer browser. However, the artistic practices and conceptions of avatars, which are 
considered in this chapter, continue to function in the same way. 
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Both the stand-alone and embedded browsers offer features that are specific to VP. 
Web browsers are designed to give ready access to varied forms of information by 
allowing the spectator to easily download and decode data. For most web spectators, 
the quick manipulation of representations and the ability to change between varied 
browser frames are important. However, the stand-alone version of VP only provides 
one available frame. Another browser must be employed when the spectator wants to 
simultaneously view other sites. The Super Chat version, which is incorporated into 
the browser, allows the spectator to view VP as well as other web sites with the same 
software. However, Super Chat spectators are also more likely to unintentionally view 
another site with the VP screen and logout of the system. VP browsers are not that use- 
ful in reading web sites because the viewing frame is so much smaller than that of 
other browsers . 18 This is because much of the frame is filled with setting-specific 
options. 

The VP software enables an engagement and view of the social setting rather than 
an examination of the web. VP browsers can download any web site, but avatars are 
most likely to be visible in the varied "rooms" offered by the sponsoring company 
(Excite, Halsoft, or Voodoo Chat) and at sponsor-specific "paint shops," where avatars 
can be downloaded . 19 The software provides a frame where spectators input texts, read 
other spectator's messages, consult a list of spectators who are looking at the same web 
site, and view visual versions of avatars and web sites. The browser allows the specta- 
tor to privately communicate through instant messaging options and to access infor- 
mation about other avatars. Some of the VP browsers also allow spectators to hear and 
speak through a voice option and to join a group "tour" of the web. The design of the 
browser encourages the visual examination of avatar representations as well as the 
reading of VP-generated texts. Through these devices, VP shifts the individual-orient- 
ed viewing structure of the web browser toward one of mutual display. 

Avatars 

The term "avatar" describes the visual representations that are employed in such 
graphical communication settings as VP. Avatars are believed to be a version of the self 
that exists "within" the interface. Varied dictionaries and other guides not only define 
the term "avatar" for Internet spectators but also suggest how avatars should be 
employed and rendered. Spectators are advised to "just be aware" that avatars "repre- 
sent" the spectator, let "you role play and interact with people you meet online," and 
are "a real person in a cyberspace system." 20 These definitions instruct the spectator to 
carefully consider the kinds of representations that are chosen and to develop a direct 
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form of identification where "you are your avatar ." 21 The "avatar" is often conceptual- 
ized as a visual image. However, the name or "nick," spectator's messages, and visual 
aspects produce the avatar. Delphica indicates that many spectators select nicknames 
that are a form of their own name in order to invite spectators "to see more of the real 
you ." 22 Graphical avatars, and MOO characters, are made into what appear to be peo- 
ple and a living essence through such tactics. Even avatars that are not being manip- 
ulated are sometimes described as alive . 23 

The VP browser allows spectators to choose from a number of "stock" avatar 
images, but most spectators make or download their own representations. Many of 
these personally produced and downloaded avatars are erotic. For instance, images of 
young white women, which are the most common form of avatar offered by paint 
shops, often have large breasts, long legs, scanty clothes, tousled hair, and highly 
made-up faces. The numerous spectators who choose to self-represent with these 
sexual images indicate the societal fascination with certain types of bodies, show how 
individuals would like to present themselves, and send cultural messages about appro- 
priate representations. Despite some individuals' pleasure in viewing countless avail- 
able erotic images and the promised correlation of these representations to spectators 
who appear to be equally available, there are some problems with such avatar repre- 
sentations. The gender that is visually depicted by avatars does not always correlate 
with the gender listed in the "My Identity" form, which other spectators can view 
through the VP browser. This gender correlation becomes even more confusing when 
these erotic representations are a kind of advertisement for the bodies that spectators 
desire rather than the body that they claim to have. 

A variety of academic and popular texts associate avatar identification with the 
postmodern conception of fragmented selves . 24 MOOs are also thought to facilitate 
"readily interchangeable parts" and a "hybrid generation ." 25 In VP, spectators often 
change their avatar image and choose different images to represent themselves, in a 
process that is related to morphing, rather than making their different representations 
appear to be one person. VP spectators represent a particular gendered position instead 
of a uniform physiognomic identity. Feminist theorists indicate that such fragmented 
positions, which suggest conflicting identities and desires, can disturb conceptions of 
cohesive identity that would otherwise authorize some individuals — particularly white 
heterosexual men — and validate their right to power . 26 However, multiple Internet 
positions can also suggest that spectators have power in different settings. The articu- 
lated connections between the spectator and VP avatar seem to place the individual 
simultaneously inside the screen and in the physical world. Employing the term 
"avatar" also supports the idea of an empowered spectator because it has been defined 
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as a "god." 27 The tendency to refer to system administrators as "wizards" or "gods" in 
such synchronous settings as MOOs, MUDs, and The Palace suggests the severe power 
differences that persist. 

Stephenson considers the relationship between power inequities and avatar-based 
computer use in his novel Snow Crash. He depicts a setting where "people are pieces of 
software called avatars" and they communicate in the virtual metaverse. 28 His descrip- 
tions of the social ranking of avatars by complexity suggest that computer systems 
replicate rather than alleviate hierarchy. On the low end, and ostracized by many 
through "dirty looks," are off-the-shelf avatars and the grainy "black-and-white" peo- 
ple who use public terminals. 29 The regulatory looking of avatars, which makes it clear 
to the spectator that an avatar is generic, also indicates that virtual settings have a class 
structure. 30 Stephenson's narratives about Internet differences, which are enforced by 
the gaze as well as other processes, are related to incidents in MOOs, net art sites, VP, 
and other Internet settings. 

Programmers and synchronous communication setting spectators have adopted 
Stephenson's narrative. For instance, Bruce Darner's consideration of graphical com- 
munication settings describes Snow Crash as the "Bible of the avatar Cyberspace move- 
ment" and indicates that if "you haven't read it, you haven't seen the light, brother!" 31 
Stephenson suggests some of the problems with Internet communication, but many 
of his readers have not acknowledged his consideration of hierarchical computer 
settings. In fact, comments about the significance of Stephenson's book helped estab- 
lish its place in the cyberpunk and graphical communication hierarchy. For instance, 
Darner's comments "speak" to a reader who may not have received the "light," and he 
assures this Internet "brother," who he has gendered as male, that knowledge is avail- 
able through the text. Such comments may not be surprising since Stephenson has 
also tried to establish his place in an Internet and science fiction canon by claiming 
that he coined the term "avatar." 

Stephenson indicates in the acknowledgments to his book that the "words 'avatar' 
(in the sense used here) and 'Metaverse' are my inventions." 32 Such a territorial claim 
to terms is not surprising since Gibson is credited with and continues to receive great 
acclaim for creating the term "cyberspace," although "cyber" has a much longer 
history. Stephenson indicates it was only after publishing Snow Crash that he discov- 
ered that Randy Farmer and Chip Morningstar used the term "avatar" to describe char- 
acters in Habitat, an early Internet setting that they designed in 1985. 33 Stephenson 
does not mention that the term also appears in Poul Anderson's The Avatar, which was 
published in 1978. 34 Snow Crash is important to graphical communication spectators 
because it articulates avatar-based communication and the relationship between 
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avatars and spectators. However, the "history" of the term is more multifaceted than 
most spectators acknowledge, and Stephenson's position as its inventor is more 
tentative. 

Stephenson's novel represents the appeal of being visible in graphical settings. 
However, it is not clear what becomes visible when spectators employ VP. Amateur 
photographic images by VP spectators rarely appear, and claims that the avatar is a dig- 
ital photograph of the spectator are even less common. Interestingly, the VP and 
LambdaMOO settings still suggest that there is a correlation between representations 
and physical bodies and a sort of visual and textual trace of the physical person. 
Nevertheless, the elements that constitute the VP avatar are largely unexplored by 
spectators. It is not clear if the avatar is only the picture or some conjunction of image, 
name, and textual comments. In either case, visual representations in VP produce a 
kind of "speaking." They stand in for ideas about what bodies are, describe the phys- 
iognomy of the spectator, represent what spectators are seeking, and present a form of 
art that can only be read by some spectators. 

Painters and Avatar Galleries 

The availability of thousands of VP "galleries," where spectators can view and select 
avatars, indicate the pleasure in visualization and the appeal of making avatar images. 
Self-identified artists freely offer preproduced avatar images on web site "paint shops." 
On these web-based sites, spectators can also get avatars made specifically for them by 
"painters." "Painting" is the personalization of scanned photographs and other images 
by changing the background, layering images, adding highlights, or appending the 
spectator's alias. 35 "Paint shop" and "painter" refer to Jasc's Paint Shop Pro software, 
which is a popular application among VP artists. However, the terms "paint shop" and 
"painter" also render VP as high culture. The value of avatar production is underscored 
by painters who use aggrandizing terms like "mastery," describe grids of avatar images 
as "galleries," and establish shop rules that often distinguish between how VP painters 
and spectators can behave. Spectators are warned not to bother the artists, make unau- 
thorized avatars while using the paint shop site (spectators cannot function as artists), 
and create lag by following the artists' habit of showing their different avatars in rapid 
succession. The production of avatars is part of a whole VP network in which partici- 
pants vie for rankings on "top 100" sites, have a "featured” artist of the month, boast 
about the skill of their artists, and compete for awards. 36 

There are numerous paint shop ranking contests and painting awards where 
painters may either compete in real time or submit images in response to a set of 
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parameters. Synchronous painting contests are announced on site pages and can be 
watched by any spectator. Contests and awards determine what sites look like and 
how they function. Paint shops have hyper-visible awards notices, or a series of 
banners that display their rankings, and present most of the awards. Contests articu- 
late VP artistry and the intellectual property of painters. For instance, Hey Baby Grafx's 
criteria for awards are "ORIGINAL DESIGN! and ORIGINAL CONTENT !!" 37 Contests 
try to define, at least for the spectators, judges, and participants who watch them, 
what a winning image and masterful authorship looks like. Contests are both partici- 
patory and regulatory events. They "instruct" users in reading practices, canonize 
certain painters, and establish aesthetic criteria. What remains unclear are how other 
spectators, who do not participate in this economy, can understand and read avatar 
images. VP practices do not provide much education or explanation about paint shop 
practices. However, this elision is not designed to produce the forms of spectatorial 
failure that happen in net art, which encourage the spectator to examine the proper- 
ties of the Internet and computer. Instead, VP painters articulate their identity through 
the production of difference and even the withholding of setting-specific knowledge. 

The setting-specific conventions and reading practices of VP make appropriated 
images into unique forms of artistry. Painters and paint shops employ framing texts 
about artistic excellence and "talent" to connect their production to the fine arts. For 
instance, the Image Reflections paint shop claims that spectators use the site because 
of "the astounding talent of our artists ." 38 VP Essentials describes an "Artist of the 
Month . . . who has proven time after time that talent comes from within ." 39 The 
Society of Gesture Makers encourages the spectator to "learn from the masters !" 40 VP 
artists produce a version of the "typical art historical narrative" that Griselda Pollock 
and other feminists critique. This narrative renders "a gifted individual creating out of 
his (sic) personal necessity a discrete work of art ." 41 In VP, the idea of individual and 
aura-imbued work is supported by site design, which often incorporates images of 
paintbrushes, palettes, and other emblems of artistry. Of course, these tools are depict- 
ed in order to indicate the artistic aspects of paint shop sites, and such equipment is 
not employed in producing avatars. 

The statements on paint shop web sites reproduce traditional ideas about art pro- 
duction in order to provide a history and justification for avatar painting. In these 
accounts, creativity is conceptualized as magical and coming from within. For 
instance, Av Illusionz describes an artistic process in which the producer transcends 
the ordinary and potentially derivative aspects of VP work. This personal "vision" 
allows the artist to reach "beyond the thing that is, into the conception of what can 
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be. Imagination gives you the picture. Vision gives you the impulse to make the pic- 
ture your own ." 42 Through this description, Av Illusionz represents the VP process of 
changing copied images, or the "picture," into something that is culturally valuable, 
individually rendered, and owned. Such narratives suggest that VP painters use copies 
in distinctly different ways than Benjamin envisioned, and that these technologically 
facilitated copies encourage rather than reduce the need for original and aura-imbued 
works. In this VP narrative, there is no need to consider how skills, aesthetics, and gen- 
res are culturally produced and shared because creativity remains a largely unknow- 
able aspect of the individual. Such VP processes also elide the socially constructed 
reading and viewing skills that are required to understand. 

Nochlin indicates that the tendency to resist articulating the criteria for "great art," 
which occurs in VP and a variety of other settings, is intentional and has political 
implications. She notes that there are few considerations of how aesthetics are estab- 
lished and that the critical research done in this area is often dismissed as unscholar- 
ly, unfocused, and inappropriate for the discipline of art history, which is an obvious 
field for such considerations. This is because such investigations "would reveal the 
entire romantic, elitist, individual-glorifying, and monograph-producing structure 
upon which the profession of art history is based" and how certain forms of art and 
artists are protected . 43 In VP, considering such aesthetic criteria would indicate the 
conflicts in paint shop practices. VP painters reinscribe traditional values and art-his- 
torical discourses even though participants in these other systems would not recognize 
the culture. VP producers conceptualize images differently than intended and read 
them inventively. However, as the narratives of VP and other Internet settings are 
accepted, they produce new hierarchical forms of cultural production rather than 
alternative types of reading and producing. VP spectators read images differently than 
do viewers in other settings, but there are also VP codes on how to read. 

All cultural producers borrow images, themes, and genre conventions from other 
work. However, the appropriated and remanipulated aspects of cultural production are 
not acknowledged to the same degree. Coombe suggests that legal institutions regu- 
late and legitimize some forms of "meaning-making" by envisioning them as author- 
ship, while other activities are understood as illegitimate and derivative and thus 
denigrated . 44 Peter Jaszi indicates that copyright law, and I think that social concep- 
tions of authorship could be added to his argument, have "lost sight of the cultural 
value of what might be called 'serial collaborations' — works resulting from successive 
elaborations of an idea or text by a series of creative workers ." 45 VP engages in serial 
production and collaborative authorship in a number of ways. The use of the paint 
shop metaphor suggests salons and schools of artistic production rather than acts of 
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individual authorship. Shops usually present avatars as the work of a particular 
painter, but there are some sites that present their avatars as part of a larger shop 
practice. 

What Coombe and Jaszi have not discussed are the ways that subcultural produc- 
ers, such as VP painters, participate in serial production and then authorize their work 
by repeating discourses about traditional authorship. VP paint shops continue to pre- 
sent statements that support notions of individual authorship even though there are 
many instances of collaborative production within the system. VP producers and spec- 
tators — and individuals often shift between these roles — conceptualize paint shop 
work as artistry and authorship rather than as the deeply intertextual (referencing 
multiple kinds of texts as part of the work), quotational, and postmodern ways images 
circulate. VP images have obvious source material, which is acknowledged and then 
displaced, but when one considers how these images are read within the system, the 
conception of derivative works and postmodernism may not apply. 

VP spectators acknowledge that their production, reading, and meaning-making 
practices are different than those performed in other settings. However, this admission 
is often connected to explanations of why VP production is better than other prac- 
tices. For instance, Ink describes a process of viewing in which a "priceless work of art" 
is incomprehensible to spectators but a drawing from a comic book "blows their 
mind." Ink concludes by noting, "We are all different & appreciate different things in 
life "46 j n this narrative of difference, the popular comic book, which can be equated 
with VP production, is both accessible and elevated to an art context through mind 
expanding and transcendental viewing. There are some less elevating depictions of VP. 
The Crackhouse paint shop presents an alternative or "freakish" membership and 
derides VP practices. 47 A participant in a Crackhouse contest suggested that "there are 
no winners . . . only least crappy." 48 Yet even this description demonstrates that qual- 
ity is determined through visual evaluation. Paint shop texts and contests indicate 
how spectators should view avatars and inform spectators, including viewers who do 
not participate and who are new to the culture of avatar production, that this mater- 
ial is important. However, most paint shop sites and producers do not explain how 
artistry, originality, and talent are determined. Nevertheless, conflicts and ethical 
debates about painters reusing each other's images abound. 

Owning Texts 

"Theft" and "copy" as well as such terms as "artist," "painter" and "original" have set- 
ting-specific meanings in VP that are based on the ways that the images are made, 
used, and circulated. Bruce Ziff and Pratima V. Rao indicate that the "breach" of copy- 
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right or theft of work is an "appropriative act" and that we can describe the involved 
authors and producers but this also articulates the "rights of individuals based on views 
of authorship." 49 As they suggest, narratives about appropriation can establish tradi- 
tional versions of authorship and creativity by indicating that a unique and individ- 
ual idea has been taken. For instance, VP authorship is established through the numer- 
ous narratives about theft and the copyright notices that appear on many paint shop 
sites. These copyright notices provide instructions on how the spectator should view 
avatar images. 

Landow considers the ways images, textual passages, motifs, and genre conventions 
are continually recycled and wonders how society assigns "legal, commercial, and 
moral rights" when the author is more fragmented. 50 These problems also occur in VP 
where copyright, according to ...ThunderCat_22..., is "the most bitched about topic." 51 
VP authorship is dispersed because painters tend to self-represent with multiple 
avatars, there are differences between spectator and avatar, some spectators employ 
the same avatar image, and there are also similarities among avatar names. VP produc- 
ers have reacted to the problems of serial production and fragmented authorship by 
providing narratives of individual inspiration, creativity, and ownership. Paint shops 
include declarations about copyright protection and complaints about avatar thefts, 
but comments about painters' appropriation of other sources are rare. VPlaces is 
unusual in indicating that it does not credit sources because the available size of the 
avatar, which has a "restricted space of 48x64[,\ leaves no possibility for a visible copy- 
right quote. " 52 Of course, VPlaces does not explain why sources are not cited in paint 
shops where there is more room for such texts. Such VP statements about avatar thefts 
articulate an ethics of appropriation even if the conception of intellectual property 
and copyright is unusual. 

Painters employ images without crediting the author, but posting avatar images on 
other web sites is highly discouraged. Many paint shops have notices that inform spec- 
tators about expected behavior, VP netiquette, and the ethics of avatar production. 
Silent Lucidity's Avatars notes, "As usual don't steal the avs from this page and post 
them as your own work. Trust me, if you made your own avs you would not want 
someone claiming your hours of hard work!!!" 53 Eternal. Goku indicates that every- 
thing in VP is "from a magazine or something" but "to make those pics original ,„ Is 
a task." 54 Expressions is "very tired of seeing my work on other pages" because "The 
Internet Gods Do Not Poof Up at the Snap of Their Fingers Content for Websites. 
Somebody a Real Person Worked Very Hard to Create the Items." 55 These notices and 
comments indicate that a significant part of the VP criterion for intellectual property 
is "work." This work makes the material useful in VP rather than changing the ways 
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images appear. In other words, VP ethics suggest that these images belong to painters 
because they spent time on them. 

VP work processes include selecting, scanning, and cutting. Callisto describes their 
offerings as "original avatars" that were "made using scanned images ." 56 Jennifer S. 
notes that her avatars are made from images "copped from the net, original scans or 
original graphics ." 57 In VP, scanning is more than the reproduction of images. The 
conceptual substitution of "original scan" for "copy," like the discourse about work, 
makes appropriated material unique. Selecting, scanning, and cutting produces origi- 
nals. Avatars are "Originals Cut & Made By Us From Pictures We Scanned Or Found 
On The Web" and "hand selected and cut ." 58 Xtreme Grafix Paintshop lists "how good 
the cut is" as its first criteria for paint shop awards . 59 The cut may even be more impor- 
tant for VP painters than their use of software-facilitated painting techniques. The cut 
allows painters to remove the image from its previous context and encourages specta- 
tors to read it differently. There may be "Similar Avatars Cut From The Same Pictures," 
but it is unlikely that two painters will put the cut in exactly the same place . 60 This 
emphasis on the cut suggests that there is a relationship between VP and traditional 
photographic practices. Stanley Cavell indicates that the cut, the "implied presence of 
the rest of the world, and its explicit rejection, are as essential in the experience of a 
photograph as what it explicitly presents ." 61 The originality and worth of cutting may 
be dismissed in some cultural settings, but Cavell's comments indicate that the cut is 
as important as traditional manipulations of art materials. 

The Society of Gesture Makers has a list of "Black-Listed Sites" and chronicles 
"stolen avatars ." 62 While most paint shops discourage avatar "thefts," some painters 
still take avatars and justify their actions. For instance, Wicked Creations indicates that 
"these avs were all 'stolen' from av sites that they themselves 'stole' from photogra- 
phers images in magazines .'' 63 Silent Lucidity, who posted a warning about stealing 
avatars, has more recently indicated that originality and theft are inextricably inter- 
twined in VP and that there are problems with an image culture where representations 
are constantly being reconfigured. "Silent" notes that "I used images everyone else 
does and called them Original. . . . You see, I scanned, sized, formatted, and erased text 
... so yeah, I think I did make these and they are originals . . . lol. All images herein 
are copyrighted to their respective owners ." 64 In a "confession" about being "an avatar 
thief," Swooz also suggests that there are problems with VP notions of originality and 
mocks claims to authorial mastery, which are based on the idea that the work of "steal- 
ing" images justifies claiming them . 65 However, a variety of strategies and warnings are 
deployed in order to indicate that downloading avatars and then presenting them in 
another paint shop is theft. The .::Erotic-BDsM::. paint shop indicates that the practice 
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of downloading and posting avatars with a notice that indicates, "These Are NOT 
Mine I Just Collected Them From Other Sites," or "We Take No Credit For Making 
These," should be questioned and "Aren't Really Class Avatar Sites." 66 The conception 
of "class" is used to regulate painter and spectator behavior. Such posted comments 
are meant to repress other opinions about avatar production and to protect sites from 
spectators' alternative readings and uses of avatars. 

Painters describe their avatars as alive and situated in order to indicate that there 
are ramifications to taking them. Theft is rendered as a disruption of the avatar's place- 
ment and agency as well as of the painter's authorial control. For instance, the Avatar 
Factory states that its avatars "live here, feel free to use them, but please do not post 
them to other avatar pages." 67 Shadow-Wolf implores, "Please Do Not Post These 
Avatars To Anyother Gallery. They Live Here, And I Worked Hard To Make Them." 68 
Narratives about Internet representations being alive are also employed in telepresence 
art sites and webcams. In these settings, liveness is used to make renderings seem less 
mediated. In VP, this discourse about liveness is even more complicated because 
painters describe avatars living in a particular setting in order to emphasize creative 
ownership and to show that theft disturbs the avatar's life. Suggesting that spectators 
"wear" avatars also connects or even conflates the spectator and avatar. Even though 
The Crackhouse derides VP production practices, it still advises spectators that "these 
avs are all originals . . . wear, dont post." 69 Quality and artistry are also rendered 
through the clothing metaphor. Lil.voodoo encourages the spectator "who wears our 
creations" to "be proud and wear them with STYLE!!!" 70 There are also indications that 
"your 'closets' will be filled with VP attire" and that "only the best dressed VPsters 
shop here." 71 Paint shop texts indicate the quality, worth, and originality of painters 
without explaining their criteria for these judgments. 

Criteria for Originality 

Xtreme Grafix Paintshop is one of the few sites that articulate criteria for awards, 
which are "based on creativity and artistic ability." 72 The shop looks "at: a) How good 
the cut is. b) The effects that were applied, c) The originality of the background, d) 
Coloring techniques, e) The ability to read the name, f) The overall look of the AV." 73 
Of course, most of Xtreme Grafix's criteria are still based on personal taste. Painters 
rarely provide information or discuss their criteria for originality in paint shops. When 
I raised this topic, poor.lady was one of the few VP painters who articulated an aesthet- 
ic. She presented her "tubalicious av," which she previously made as a joke about bad 
painting, and it produced a visual conversation (figure 5. 2). 74 Through the avatar, 




poor.lady and other shop painters explained that excessively decorated avatars are 
scorned. They are simple to produce with the "tubes" and other software that are avail- 
able from paint shop sites. Painters appreciate designs that make VP work easier to 
determine because it is so simple to produce many avatar effects. This is one reason 
that the cut is appealing. 

Many VP spectators also distinguish between regular avatars and those painted 
specifically for another spectator. Man indicates that painted avatars are very popular, 
observing: "Good av painters really have a good sense of art, and great perceptional 
vision. Av painting takes patience and talent, but if you have the time and quality of 
work to take up av painting, it's rewarding, almost everyone likes a well-painted 
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avatar. 75 Man's comments about avatar painting suggest that a "well-painted" avatar 
will be easily recognized and its quality admired by all VP spectators. The belief in the 
universal aspects of art and aesthetics also continues in physical communities. In all 
these instances, there is a conviction that artistic production improves and develops 
over time. Blue Rhino Avatars has been "trying to adjust" its "av making techniques 
to the current trends." 76 Sen notes that in 1998 "painting was a simplified method of 
basically putting names on Avs," but she has "changed with the times" and so have 
her "techniques." 77 With these comments, Blue Rhino and Sen render art as a linear 
and developmental process. These narratives about progress, style, and development 
are also an important part of establishing artistic worth in other markets. For instance, 
Carol Duncan indicates that, in the nineteenth century, progress in art was believed 
to be "progress toward an ideal that, brilliantly realized in the past, could now mea- 
sure the achievements of the present." 78 These ideas about artistic development con- 
tinue in contemporary art markets and VP settings. 

Avatar production methods are justified by connecting them to the types of copy- 
ing that happen in more traditional art forms. For instance, xX_Ms_Mike_T.. suggests 
that "a real painting comes from an image inside someone else so whose to say" and 
that high culture should not be allowed to argue "that they're not copyin' what they 
see." 79 Despite such allusions to the serial aspects and borrowing that happen in all art 
forms, recent examples of cultural appropriation, which include rap musicians' quota- 
tions of earlier songs and David Salle's and Jeff Koons's references to popular imagery, 
are not mentioned. XxX_Golden_XxX argues that there is no difference between 
avatar production and "real painting," which means "manipulating the image and 
adding it to other images," and all painters manipulate "shapes, colors, transparency, 
and text." 80 Despite such descriptions, the idea that the painter individually crafts an 
avatar for another spectator is not always accepted. For instance, Southern was dis- 
turbed by XxX_Golden_XxX's account of being the sole producer. Southern selected 
the image and wanted to make it clear that this was a part of the process. 81 This reac- 
tion may not be surprising since the selection of materials is articulated on many VP 
sites as a key aspect of avatar production. For instance, UniQue Avatars describes its 
avatars as "UN-i-Q-ue" because each "is carefully selected for the most discriminating 
of tastes." 82 The ideas about originality and ownership, which are established in paint 
shops, may be part of an attempt to regulate spectators who would otherwise see their 
selections of avatars from paint shops as painting. Shop rules always distinguish 
between painters and those who are waiting for painted avatars. 

Images of the shop painters are clearly displayed on web sites in order to reinforce 
the unique identity of the artists and shops (figures 5. 3-5. 4). These images of muscled 
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men and large-breasted women probably do not portray the physical bodies of most 
painters. However, the style of the work and the gender of the avatar are meant to ren- 
der an identity for them. These images cannot make the painters recognizable since 
they often employ multiple avatars. Yet, concerns that imposters will inappropriately 
paint at shops abound. For instance, Pixelbox indicates, "Our staff members reside in 
Halsoft Chat. Anyone painting here other than in Halsoft does not work here !" 83 Some 
shops advertise that they are looking for painters and encourage the submission of 
avatars as part of the application. However, the ability to paint at a particular shop is 
always regulated. 

VP sometimes appears to be the logical outcome of postmodernist art practices 
because of the copying. A cursory examination suggests that VP avatars seem like the 



Figure 5.3 

AngelPaints, "AngelPaints Megas & Backgrounds," 25 June 2003, <http://www.geocities.com/ 
angelpaints/>. 
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Figure 5.4 

Docs Retreat, "STAFF (docsretreat.com)," 22 Nov. 2003, <http://www.docsretreat.com/ 
staff.htmx 


work of Barbara Kruger, Sherrie Levine, Richard Prince, and other artists who recycle 
contemporary advertising and other forms of cultural production. However, VP's paint 
shop codes are very different from the appropriation, conceptual, and painterly art 
that is privileged in the contemporary art markets in Los Angeles, New York, and 
Europe. In VP, the authenticity of avatar representations and the authority of painters 
are underscored, with no visible irony, by the claim to be "the original vp avatar site . 
. . since 1996" and to have achieved other firsts. 84 The elitist conceptions of avatar 
painting and shops suggest that VP painters want to engage with spectators in other 
systems. However, VP painters and spectators do not articulate their relationship to 
postmodern appropriation and other terms in ways that cultural sympathizers would 
understand. 
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Theories of Internet Authorship 

VP paint shops maintain ideas about originality and individual authorship that are dif- 
ferent than those suggested by theories of Internet and computer production. 
Hypertext theories indicate that technologies and communities have changed the role 
of the author and reading processes. For instance, Landow notes that "terms such as 
text and distinctions such as originality do not make much sense" with the comput- 
er . 85 Bolter presents similar ideas about computer production and argues that an "elec- 
tronic text cannot pretend to be an 'original' work in the conventional sense ." 86 
According to him, visual and literary forms of electronic writing emphasize the tran- 
sience and mutability of texts and reduce distinctions between readers and authors by 
"turning the reader into an author ." 87 These academics suggest that traditional notions 
of authorship are no longer possible . 88 

Studies of fan cultures also describe an empowered reader who intervenes in and 
even becomes the producer of new forms of cultural production. Computers, techno- 
logical operations, and Internet settings mediate some forms of fan culture. For 
instance, Bacon-Smith indicates that digital technologies allow members of science 
fiction, fantasy, and horror cultures to produce work through "consensus" and "con- 
nections ." 89 These connections happen within the fluid communities of producers, 
consumers, and fans where, according to Jenkins, "every reader was understood to be 
a potential writer ." 90 Jenkins studies the "collaborative enterprise" of science fiction 
and fantasy authors and fans and the ways they find value and make meaning from 
cultural texts that others condemn for being trivial . 91 Jenkins's consideration extends 
to Internet-based fan communities that are "focused around the collective production, 
debate, and circulation of meanings, interpretations and fantasies in response to vari- 
ous artifacts of contemporary culture ." 92 Penley also describes the active work of fans 
and how they "are producing not just intermittent, cobbled-together acts, but real 
products ." 93 All of these studies of fan culture indicate that particular reading skills are 
needed to understand fan-produced texts. However, they do not address the political 
implications of these fan-produced systems of knowledge. 

There are some writers who indicate that the Internet and computer have not 
reconfigured the relationship between artists/authors and viewers/readers, question 
the privileged discourse that accompanies originality, and note that these technologies 
have yet to democratize society. Charles Ess considers the utopian claims for hypertext 
and provides a more complex understanding of what Internet democracy might 
mean . 94 Aarseth argues that hypertext theory is a form of "technological determinism" 
that does not acknowledge how authorship is challenged in a variety of forms . 95 
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Andrea MacDonald provides a brief introduction to how hierarchy operates within fan 
cultures and how media outlets regulate meaning through Internet settings. She indi- 
cates that the celebrated participation of science fiction authors and television writers 
in Internet-facilitated "group discussions" results in a situation where "authors are 
able to jump in and correct fan interpretations .'' 96 MacDonald notes that Internet 
technologies allow fans to maintain exclusive fan email lists, "reread a text and syn- 
thesize with many minds," and "gatekeep meaning making," but she never addresses 
the political significance of authorial control . 97 

Theories about the radical possibilities of Internet and computer reading tend to 
indicate that digital technologies facilitate the critical theories of Barthes, Deleuze and 
Guattari, and Eco. For instance, Landow suggests that Barthes' discussion of the active 
or "writerly" reader in S/Z "precisely matches" computer hypertext . 98 Barthes differen- 
tiates between "readerly" texts, which provide traditional reading experiences, and 
writerly texts, which allow the reader to intervene and render a more empowered posi- 
tion . 99 Stam, Burgoyne, and Flitterman-Lewis indicate that the readerly text "posits 
authorial mastery" while the writerly text "provokes an active reader, sensitive to con- 
tradiction and heterogeneity, aware of the work of the text ." 100 Writerly texts change 
the passive consumer into a producer. Barthes indicates that such things as tables of 
contents, footnotes, and particular ways of writing provide the reader with a sense of 
agency and encourage a more self-directed engagement with the text. Images offer dif- 
ferent kinds of reading and viewing experiences than do written texts. Nevertheless, 
all written texts can be read visually and some, such as concrete poetry, may actually 
call for this approach. With single visual images, pages and information cannot be 
skipped over in the same way that they can be in a written text. However, the specta- 
tor's ability to examine visual works through a series of looks and glances also 
facilitates writerliness. 

The avatars produced by VP painters and the ways they are understood offer both 
readerly and writerly aspects. VP spectators read avatar images in different ways than 
other populations do. The writerliness of avatars only engages certain viewers, and 
avatars require certain kinds of viewers in order to be activated in a writerly way. This 
may be because readers are also producers who can, when they are empowered by a 
community or organization, still regulate the ways that meaning is understood. 
Barthes indicates that the reader also " overcodes ; he does not decipher, he 
produces .'' 101 Coombe argues that "through irony mockery, parody, pastiche, and even 
alternative modes of appreciation, activities of creative appropriation enable fans to 
comment indirectly not only on gender ideology, but on law, culture, authorship, 
authority, and the commodity form ." 102 However, VP painters and spectators often 
produce traditional meanings and disturbing politics through unlikely sources. 
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Despite the claims of these critics, the "death" or reconfiguration of the author and 
rise of the reader may not always bring positive political change . 103 Norma Broude and 
Mary D. Garrard indicate that the death of the author is likely to lead to the death of 
feminism as a facilitator of positive political and art-historical change . 104 This is 
because feminist investigations into the reasons that so few women are recognized as 
authors and artists no longer apply with these methods. It is certainly worth noting 
that theories about the death or revision of authorship, by Barthes, Foucault, and oth- 
ers, appeared at about the same time as women were establishing their own subjectiv- 
ity and authorial voice. Second-wave feminists and poststructuralists were interested 
in questioning the role of modern authors and artists because these producers were 
deified, attributed great powers of creativity and originality, deemed to be larger than 
life, and often presumed to be male . 105 However, attempts to reverse the power struc- 
ture and provide the critic and reader with more control may have only resituated the 
attributes previously ascribed to authors and artists. Calls for the death of the author 
and the rise of the reader too often establish forms of reading that the critic personi- 
fies. Within these models, there are still ideal readers. 

VP and other Internet settings model and regulate alternative readings. In some 
cases, it is the community rather than the author that sets specific reading codes and 
languages. For instance, VP Headquarters indicates that new spectators go through a 
kind of initiation process where they begin to understand setting- and Internet-specif- 
ic texts. They "learn the talk," which includes "OMG, LMAO, WB, WTF," "sentences 
get shorter," punctuation disappears, and then the spectator is "fittin right in !" 106 A 
variety of academics and theorists indicate that alternative readings allow the reader 
to have more control. However, the replacement of the controlling author with a reg- 
ulating community, which authorizes some reading and spectatorial strategies over 
those of other individuals, does not necessarily provide a better political position. The 
death of the author and rise of the reader and viewer may need to be replaced by cri- 
tiques of how we read, view, and produce. 

Gender, Race, Sexuality, and the Avatar 

Setting-specific reading and production practices are an important part of paint shops. 
VP and its accompanying paint shop structure allow producers, who would not be 
accepted by more traditional art markets, to display, boast about, and provide VP spec- 
tators with their work. The varied ways VP and other Internet settings help cultural 
producers find an appreciative audience and market for their work are encouraging. 
Hypertext and fan theories emphasize these positive aspects of Internet settings and 
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suggest how VP painters can become artists as well as viewers, the ways appropriated 
work becomes important, and the different meaning making and social systems that 
occur. However, an examination of VP texts also indicates that participants in this set- 
ting tend to institute traditional notions of authorial and artistic mastery, which have 
historically regulated what work looked like and who could produce it. VP supports 
the ideology of more traditional art markets and education institutions where the 
white male privilege of both artists and spectators is still established. 

Artistic movements and the accompanying critical and historical discourses tend to 
privilege the work of white heterosexual men and celebrate erotic images of women. 
In Pollock's consideration of art-historical engagements with postimpressionism, 
which also applies to other artistic movements, she indicates that "patriarchal ver- 
sions" of gender, sexuality and sexual difference are instituted because of the glorifi- 
cation of mastery and identification with the sexualities of the art and artists. 107 
Broude and Garrard provide a similar critique of abstract expressionism and indicate 
that this movement celebrated a "'virile' art" in which the "potency" of the practicing 
artists depended on their transcending a female-gendered natural world. 108 The 
numerous cultural critics, feminists, and Marxists working in art history provide ongo- 
ing critiques of art representations, art historical narratives, and gallery and museum 
practices. However, narratives about male genius have not dissipated with time. 
Guerilla Girls documents the ways art institutions privilege white male artists and 
indicates, for instance, that the Museum of Modern Art should change the title of a 
1997 contemporary still-life show to "The Objects of MOMA's Desires are Still White 
Males" because there were so few other artists represented. 109 VP also provides more 
images of white artists and representations of white spectators. While there are many 
images of women in this setting, they tend to institute patriarchal visions of gender, 
sexual difference, and sexuality and do not render empowered forms of identity for 
women. 

VP paint shop galleries are often composed of grids of representations of women 
and offer the spectator a variety of menu and submenu options (figure 5.5). The Image 
Reflections paint shop presents organized avatar grids of "types" such as "Blondes," 
"Brunettes," "Redheads," "Ebony," "Asian," "Hispanic," "B & W," "MiddleEast," 
"Misc," and "In Art." under the "Females" category. 110 The inclusion of the grid with- 
in the VP structure, which is designed to render original and masterful work, is inter- 
esting because the grid is a conventional device and, as Krauss notes, “can only be 
repeated." 111 Thus, when interrogated, the grid indicates the repetitive aspects of paint 
shop practices and how these settings articulate woman as a category. This challenge 
to notions of originality is not what VP painters want. Nevertheless, each attribute of 




Image Reflections' and other paint shops' grids is translated into a series of cut and cat- 
egorized representations that are available for the spectator's selection. The grids make 
it seem as if representations of women, which are the largest number of images, are 
physically available for the taking. 

The organization of women's bodies into available types, including mappings of 
skin and hair color, too easily evokes a history of racial and ethnic intolerance in 
which the charting and mapping of bodies were used as scientific proof of differences. 
The grid suggests that the body is knowable and controllable. Jennifer Gonzalez cri- 
tiques the practice of providing grids of avatars and indicates that "the interdependent 
histories of colonialism and collecting (especially for museums of anthropology)'' 
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should encourage viewers to ask “who is collecting whom online" and what kinds of 
bodies are put on display. 112 As Gonzalez suggests, the large number of women's 
images on these sites and the organization of certain bodies are not surprising. 
Nevertheless, these images render a culture of collecting, classifying, and objectifying 
that is not equally available or comfortable for all spectators. 

The fantasy of possessing and even digitally correcting women's naked bodies is 
rendered by painters and offered to spectators. Such commodifying practices are sup- 
ported by the paint shop texts, which encourage spectators to "wear" and "own" 
avatars of women. There are an excessive number of women avatars available at most 
paint shops. These images almost always portray young, glamorous, fully made-up, 
light-skinned women who strike erotic poses for the spectator. Such elements as tou- 
sled hair, sultry looks, and scanty clothing that barely covers the women's breasts 
repeat themselves with striking regularity. Paint shop representations are influenced 
by traditional painting and sculpture conventions, in which the gaze of the artist and 
spectator are overtly male and the object viewed is female, and the continuance of 
such viewing positions in museums. 113 For instance, Guerilla Girls indicates that "85% 
of the nudes are female" in the modern sections of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. 114 
VP representations of women are usually cropped above the waist so that the mobile 
body is made into a series of parts that are contained by the frame. Representations of 
women in museums, MOOs, and technology advertisements also tend to be looking 
down, reading, or otherwise passive and available to the spectator's gaze. 

VP representations offer a strikingly limited notion of what a woman can be even 
though the goal of avatar selection, as described by a variety of Internet dictionary and 
VP sites, is to represent a unique self. Women avatars tend to be passive and contained 
by the frame, but men are represented in motion, wielding bloodied swords, generat- 
ing power from their wizened hands, and comfortably presenting erotic sexuality and 
grotesque physiognomy. The male grids read like a list of possibilities, while the female 
grids present a limited vernacular. 115 Feminist art historians have critiqued such visu- 
ally produced differences between women and men. For instance, Nochlin argues that 
artists' representations of women are based upon and reproduce cultural beliefs that 
men are different from and superior to women. 116 The articulation of such gender dif- 
ferences in VP is particularly disturbing because spectators are informed that avatars 
provide information about physical attributes. 

Paint shop mottoes connect avatar representations to a core body and identity by 
making claims such as "We make you look good" and "Our labor makes you look 
beautiful." 117 Todd Beaulieu even advises VP spectators that the gender "choices are 
simple, look down, check your genitalia and make a choice." 118 Beaulieu's comments 



140 Chapters 


suggest that identity and self-representation are based on genital distinctions and that 
looking at avatars is the same, or at least provides the same information, as does look- 
ing at a spectator's physical genitalia. He describes avatar selection as a "simple" 
process, but these choices and representations render complex and unstable effects. VP 
provides overt messages about the gender and sex of avatars and spectators, but age, 
sex, and location (ASL) inquiries, which are often directed at these representations, 
indicate that there are still problems with identification. The ASL question limits the 
kinds of desires and aspects of identity that are acknowledged as important, or even 
existent, because spectators almost always presume the heterosexuality of other spec- 
tators . 119 However, directing the ASL question at avatars with overtly represented gen- 
der also expresses anxiety about the possible differences between material bodies and 
virtual representations. 

Beaulieu's narrative about avatar selection indicates that there are some "problems" 
with sex identification because looking down and verifying are required in order to 
correlate spectator and representation. The kind of genital verification that Beaulieu 
encourages is rare even in physical settings. Anne Fausto-Sterling indicates that pre- 
sumptions about genitally based sex are usually rooted in cultural perceptions rather 
than visible "proof ." 120 Anne Fausto-Sterling's as well as Suzanne J. Kessler and Wendy 
McKenna's work suggests that physical and Internet presumptions about genitals and 
other sex traits should be called "cultural genitals" because they are societally rendered 
rather than physically verified . 121 The indication in VP and other Internet communi- 
cation settings that there is an inextricable link between physical bodies and virtual 
descriptions makes avatars into a form of cultural genitals, displaces the many specta- 
tors who masquerade, and ignores the academic and popular literature on Internet 
gender transgressions . 122 

Both self-identified women and men use female avatars. It appears that the intent 
of "male" spectators is to represent what they want while women are representing a 
version of what they offer. This use of representational masquerade is different from 
MOO settings where male spectators seem to employ female characters to gain atten- 
tion and erotic encounters. Of course, there is rarely a correlation between VP images 
and the embodiment of spectators. These representations become a way of offering 
images of women's bodies to the male gaze. They are a form of "picture exchange" or 
a way of trading erotic images. The availability of these erotic images and their coding 
through a variety of setting-specific practices render VP as a deeply gendered setting 
and mark its spectators as male. Of course, some of this material is gleaned from beau- 
ty magazines and other sources where women would be looking pleasurably and imag- 
inatively at women . 123 This homosocial if not homoerotic gaze is also rendered by the 
ways women webcam operators watch each other. 
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A number of possible explanations exist for the abundant representations of 
women that are on display in VP paint shops. It is possible that more women than 
men use VP. Certainly, these images are offered for the pleasurable contemplation of 
other spectators. It also seems likely that male painters are uncomfortable making 
erotic male avatars. Homophobia is rampant in VP, and intolerance is even expressed 
in settings that are advertised as gay. It is unfortunately the case that some male- 
identified artists refuse to paint male avatars that they find suggestive. There is a dis- 
turbing belief that homosexuality is contaminating and proximity, even though exact 
distance between characters in the VP browser setting can never be determined, is 
incriminating. For instance, when a spectator employed an unusual representation of 
shaved male genitals, which were "tattooed” with a comic character, other spectators 
reacted in an extremely negative manner. The spectator was told to move the avatar 
so that it was not "too close," to "GET OFF ME," and to "move to the right or change 
that thing . . . not into dick on my shoulder ." 124 The avatar was illegally "booted" or 
removed from the setting even though it was further from the avatars than in many 
situations. Confusion and hostile confrontations over erotic male avatars suggest that 
the varied representational strategies employed in displaying female avatars, including 
the use of these images by self-identified men, should also be a point of conflict. 
However, these avatars seem to produce less negative reaction than erotic male images. 

The visual notions that are established in VP include an idea of what homosexual- 
ity looks like. Punky advises men in her "So you wanna be a Cyberstud" article that if 
"you are trying to attract women/girls stay away from the 'all naked spread out guy 
view av or any kind of ass bent over'" avatar . 125 According to her, there is a correlation 
between depictions of more passive men and homosexuality that makes certain types 
of avatars, which include figures that are lying down and available to the gaze, unap- 
pealing to women. Of course, many women "slash" fiction writers identify as hetero- 
sexuals and enjoy creating erotic gay images and narratives about their favorite male 
characters . 126 Unfortunately, Punky's argument is supported by the comments from 
male avatars. For instance, on one occasion a full-length nude male avatar, which was 
depicted from the rear, was labeled a homosexual and asked "aren't you embarrassed 
to wear an AV that goes for GAY" and are you "one of the village people, uh . . . ??" 127 

VP images are believed to provide information about sexual availability, since erot- 
ic images of women are read as a form of heterosexual invitation and naked or back 
views of men are believed to indicate a spectator's homosexuality. This spectatorial 
engagement is quite different from textual renderings of erotic female characters on 
MOOs, which are often attributed to men. For instance on LambdaMOO, Cyberfemme 
felt that she needed to nuance her description of "a blonde woman from California” 
by noting, "And no, I'm not a guy in disguise ." 128 Setting-specific knowledge informs 



142 Chapters 


such readings. Spectators only know that there is a need to clarify their representations 
when they have been initiated into the codes and limits of these systems. 

Making Differences in Virtual Places 

The setting-specific skills needed to understand avatar representations render 
informed readers, who seem to be "inside" the setting, and uninitiated readers, who 
are kept "outside" of VP systems of knowledge. Individuals who do not have the cor- 
rect computer and software cannot see the avatars and alternative ways that web sites 
are being employed. Since VP and other browser-based synchronous communication 
clients can be used to view any web site, the possibility always exists that alternative 
reading and participatory cultures are invisibly occurring. Different visual and textual 
cultures are also a part of VP. For instance, with the stand-alone software, a mug avatar 
represents spectators who are logged into the system with a different client and have 
a text-only interface. "Mugs" or "muggies" have a particularly beleaguered position in 
VP. One user complained, "hopefully i wont be mug forever . . . god it's like having a 
disease ." 129 Spectators that employ the more graphics-intensive interface expect mugs 
to behave as invited guests that could be expulsed at any time. Of course, some indi- 
viduals who manipulate mugs have spent more time using the system than have spec- 
tators with elaborate avatar representations. The ostracizing of mugs suggests the 
importance of the visual within VP. It indicates that VP participants expect particular 
readings or at least the possibility of reading in a visual way. However, the codes that 
allow some spectators to produce setting- specific meanings prevent other individuals 
from understanding . 130 The rejection of mugs, visually rendered homosexuality, 
avatars that spectators believe to be gay, and other "outsider" categories are used to 
produce the culture of VP. 

The work of a variety of academics indicates how binary oppositions are used to 
perpetuate dominant society and the belief that certain centered individuals have a 
right to power. The writing of Foucault suggests how rules are designed to render 
power rather than legislate particular behaviors; Said shows how the concept of the 
Orient allows for the articulation of an Occident with a very different culture and right 
to power; Sedgwick indicates how the category of the homosexual has been instru- 
mental in articulating heterosexuality and consolidating normative power; and Minh- 
ha considers how margins are necessary in order for the center to persist. The theories 
of these authors can provide an additional critical component to studies of hypertext 
and fan cultures. They offer ways to address the binary logic and setting-specific 
knowledge that operate in VP and other Internet settings. 
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As the problem of mug avatars indicates, the strategies that allow some spectators 
to write into culture and make the setting their own also denigrate other spectators 
and prevent them from participating. For instance, the particular writing practices of 
leet or elite, which includes substituting numerals for letters, are used "to create group 
identity, and to obscure meaning from outsiders, especially 'newbies .'" 131 Terms like 
"newbie" and "muggie" designate spectators who seem unfamiliar with Internet sys- 
tems, act as a form of diminutive, and are derogatory. The instructions to read neti- 
quette guidelines and FAQs, and the suggestion that "newbies can become an online 
nuisance when they do not lurk," encourage conformity, an acknowledgement of sta- 
tus, and keeping textually quiet . 132 Netiquette and other guidelines are produced more 
for social norming than out of necessity. For instance, the direction not to capitalize 
whole words, which is conceptualized as shouting, further ostracizes the elderly and 
other people with vision problems and has no effect on the technical functioning of 
the system. Foucault indicates that it is the mechanisms of exclusions and prohibi- 
tions that are necessary. Social issues are often a means to gain power . 133 In VP and 
other Internet settings, spectators also employ guidelines and rules to gain authority 
and control. 

The forms of setting-specific knowledge and regulation that occur in VP and other 
Internet settings can also be understood through Said's work . 134 He considers the ways 
European cultures have produced narratives about the Orient as "other," exterior, and 
different in order to mark the European writer's power and position. Hartsock employs 
Said's theory in her consideration of women and power, and she indicates that out of 
the same process that creates an opposite or "other" comes "a being who sees himself 
as located at the center and possessed of all the qualities valued in his society ." 135 In 
VP, this opposition is rendered through distinctions between avatar thieves and origi- 
nal painters, mugs and visual avatars, and erotic male and female avatars. VP culture 
is articulated by describing the unacceptable behaviors of other spectators. The cultur- 
al construction of such undesirable positions as "muggies," who are "outside" or mar- 
ginal, allows VP spectators to enforce their own position of power and centrality. As 
Min-ha indicates, without the margin "there is no center, no heart ." 136 VP and other 
Internet settings become legitimate cultural entities at the expense of spectators who 
are conceptually kept outside of the setting. 

Conclusion: Authorship in Other Internet Settings 


Many Internet settings attempt to maintain authority over cultural work and specta- 
tors. Certainly, sites that sell net art want to retain individual ownership and validate 
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the work's originality despite the difficulty of such practices. Web jewel designers offer 
some of their graphics for free, but they also attempt to determine how collections of 
web page elements are used through elaborate "terms of use" agreements, "watermark- 
ing," and other digital tracking methods. Moyra employs the metaphor of the muse- 
um in order to contextualize her project and indicate that the visual elements visible 
on the site and available for download always belong to her. She states that her designs 
"are on loan to you, just as museums across the world loan each other special 
pieces." 137 Even after removing most of her site in 2002, Moyra thanked spectators for 
their "patronage." 138 By using the museum analogy, Moyra declares that her graphic 
elements are a fine art that is worthy of canonization. The Museum of Counter Art, 
which makes note of its connoisseurs and has a "visitor survey" and "exhibit rooms," 
also uses the museum to provide a context for its products. 139 Other web jewel design- 
ers evoke similar effects, and share some conventions with VP, by using the term 
"gallery," depicting paintbrushes and other art tools, and describing themselves as 
artists. 140 

The elaborate rules about how web jewels can be employed, which appear on the 
sites of most designers, are justified by asserting value. 141 In order to use the web jew- 
els, spectators must agree to the "terms of use," credit the artist, provide links that ref- 
erence the web jewels site (these graphics are often referred to as "linkware"), not make 
any changes to graphics because it "hurts to see them deformed," download graphics 
rather than "stealing" the designer's bandwidth, only use the designs for personal and 
nonprofit sites, and not have any representations of intolerance or erotic content on 
the site. 142 Spectators are also repeatedly warned about the legal ramifications of copy- 
right infringement. For instance, Silver asks spectators to "look but don't steal," and 
sites include special links to report thefts. 143 Web jewel sites, as well as some VP paint 
shops, include numerous links to copyright information. Of course, these web jewel 
designers have already borrowed from art and design conventions. 

Fan fiction readers and producers also present rules and have frequent discussions 
about maintaining authorial control. For instance, a prolonged debate occurred in the 
Livejournal forum when a group of well-known fan vidders discovered that another 
fan had manipulated their images and then claimed authorship. 144 Some of these vid- 
ders implemented the Grey Day action — the "day that fandom artists all over the web 
take back their creative rights." 145 On this day, they removed the material from web 
sites that were participating in this action and replaced it with a notice about fan prac- 
tices. Their mission was as follows: 

1.) To help educate fans in order to diminish the occurences of plagiarism of fannish works, and 
theft of bandwidth. 2.) To support an online environment in which fannish artists can be encour- 
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aged to share and feel secure in posting their derivative works without fear of having them altered 
or re-distributed without their permission. 3.) To help prevent art theft in as many fandoms as 
possible by sharing information with fellow artists and fans. 146 

As this statement indicates, fans believe that their remanipulations of images and texts 
from advertisements, films, television shows, and other popular sources are unique 
and their practices are distinctly different than the reuse of fan-produced works . 147 

Fan practices are related to the customs of VP painters. Fans produce setting-specif- 
ic understandings of texts and connections among time, work, and uniqueness. For 
instance, Sisabet indicates that a great deal of "time and effort was invested" in her 
vids in order to "create something unique .'' 148 Fans and VP painters believe that work 
is a significant part of what makes an image belong to someone. VP painters also par- 
ticipate in a kind of fandom when they remake and use images of their favorite actors, 
musicians, and sports figures in avatars. Not all fandoms are the same, but many of 
these cultures agree that fans should not steal or manipulate elements of other fan 
works. According to taraljc, "fandom functions on the idea of borrowing canon — but 
not stealing from your fellows ." 149 Different rights are articulated for "The Powers That 
Be," or the writers and producers of popular media texts, and "the li'l fanfic 
writer/artist" because there are few economic rewards for reworking media texts . 150 Fan 
work is also justified because it provides narratives about homoerotic relationships 
between characters and other ideas that have been denied or repressed by the media 
producers . 151 

Fan producers, net artists, VP painters, and web jewel designers employ varied tac- 
tics to validate their practices and indicate the value of their work. These alternative 
forms of production could provide an antidote to the hierarchical, stereotyped, and 
regulatory aspects of more traditional forms of culturally approved art. Unfortunately, 
many practitioners regulate meaning and behavior through pronouncements and 
threats. There are indications that appropriating fan work is "JUST NOT DONE in this 
community . . . It's socially unacceptable ." 152 VP and web jewel sites have lists of 
"thieves," and fans have considered a similar process of providing the "names, screen- 
names, email addies, LJ addies, URL's of personal sites, and any other information we 
can get our rightous little hands on about the thieves ." 153 Fan, VP, and web jewel nar- 
ratives about originality and authorial control indicate that these producers employ 
traditional art as a way of asserting their importance. Net artists may use the notion 
of appropriation to achieve similar effects. As they are currently articulated, the con- 
cepts of derivative work, the conflation of reader and author, writerly modes, and post- 
modern practices do not fully explain fan, VP, and web jewel cultures. Hypertext and 
fan theories offer some important ways to understand these systems, but few critical 
tools to articulate the political problems that persist. 
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Whether writing about, participating in, or viewing Internet settings, academics 
and other individuals have a responsibility to understand how they operate. Shoshana 
Green, Cynthia Jenkins, and Henry Jenkins suggest that when studying fan cultures, 
academics must be more aware of the multiplicity and interconnected aspects of fan- 
dom and read the cultures more carefully . 154 Their study includes the incorporation of 
a large amount of fan-produced texts. However, the close readings that they advocate 
do not address the hierarchical practices and stereotyped conventions that persist in 
these settings. In order to consider these inequities, there needs to be a process that 
combines close reading, the investigation of subcultural works, and the critical evalu- 
ation of the power structures and representations instituted in these settings. As indi- 
cated by the application of feminist and postcolonial theory in this chapter, critical 
works on power and mastery provide a very different understanding of Internet set- 
tings and their politics. It is only when reading as a VP spectator and critically attend- 
ing to setting politics that it is possible to see what the images and cultures look like. 
Attempting to engage as an informed spectator and as a spectator who may not have 
the power to use all aspects of the setting, while difficult to practice, provides a more 
complex understanding of Internet systems and enculturation. Such a hybrid critical 
approach indicates the importance of Internet subcultural practices and the ways tra- 
ditional values and stereotyped perceptions sometimes accompany new production 
strategies. 
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This Is Not Photography, This Is Not a Cohesive View: 
Computer-facilitated Imaging and Fragmented Spectatorship 


Introduction 

The spectator is encouraged to view realistically rendered web site images as if they 
were photographs, a trace of the real, or a doorway into the natural world. Art render- 
ings on museum web sites, depictions that accompany eBay listings, images on news 
sites, and a variety of other visuals are presented in ways that downplay their con- 
structed aspects. The spectator is persuaded to find photographic elements and even 
to view these images as photographs because they are commonly referred to as "pho- 
tography," "digital photography," or "post-photography." Internet and computer- 
facilitated images are produced through processes that diverge from lens-based and 
chemical photography, but the visual and conceptual aspects of these differences are 
rarely addressed. Despite these tendencies, it is possible to emphasize the deeply con- 
structed aspects of these representations by using the terms "computer-facilitated" and 
"digital imaging," reading these images carefully, and discussing the technologies 
through which they are produced and delivered. When the constructed and mediated 
aspects of these representations are highlighted, they offer a unique site from which 
to investigate spectatorship and the ways that other forms of digital imaging are 
employed. The computer-facilitated works of Carol Selter, Susan Silton, and Ken 
Gonzales-Day, which are presented on the web, are particularly productive sites from 
which to begin this consideration because they foreground aspects of photographic 
and digital production, the ways that bodies are commonly represented, and viewing 
positions . 1 

Many spectators equate photographs and photolike forms with what they repre- 
sent. The conflation of representation and object occurs because photography is 
believed to be light's direct transcription of objects, which were once in front of the 
camera, onto film and paper. "Post-photography," and other computer-facilitated 
processes that look like photography, are produced through a very different set of 
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technologies. However, spectators still tend to engage with these images as if they were 
an exacting document or even a conduit to real things. There are traditional pho- 
tographs and photolike works that address the inherent problems in reading images as 
truth. Some postmodern photographers, photo critics, and academics continue to 
resist the social inscription of photographic representations as real . 2 Many individuals 
describe the visual and ideological differences that distinguish photography from 
computer-facilitated images. This work remains theoretically provocative, but it has 
also been largely unsuccessful as a political strategy. 

One solution to this dilemma is to focus on the spectator and to propose theories 
based on viewing positions. In this chapter, I rethink the spectator's situation and role 
in producing meaning. This offers some unique opportunities to engage with cultural 
conceptions of computer-facilitated images in alternative ways. It also presents differ- 
ent methods for considering how photographs become conflated with the material 
things that they depict. There needs to be a more complex theory of digital imaging 
than current proposals, which indicate that computer-manipulated images have 
resulted in the "death" of photography and the disengagement of photographic and 
photolike images from truth . 3 Any examination of the ways that images function in 
Internet and computer settings indicates that the understanding of photography as a 
trace, or indexical sign of a particular object, and the conflation of digital images with 
photography persist. Theories of photography offer important ways to address digital 
imaging, but they also make it difficult to indicate that photography and digital imag- 
ing have distinct qualities and social implications. Rethinking these theories can allow 
for a critique of traditional engagements with photographs and digital images, provide 
the opportunity to differentiate between the aspects of photography and digital imag- 
ing, and propose alternative forms of viewing. This is an important shift since specta- 
tors are rarely provided with different models for viewing images. 

The critical literature about photography offers meaningful ways to engage with 
digital images. However, most critiques of photography fail to address the mutable 
aspects of spectatorship and the ways that individuals do not or cannot follow the 
spectatorial directions provided by images and cultural ideals. The usual photograph- 
ic point of view, where the spectator gazes at highly constructed images and sees them 
as natural, limits the critical interventions that can be performed. This makes Selter's, 
Silton's, and Gonzales-Day's disruptions of traditional spectatorial engagement worth 
noting . 4 In this chapter, these issues are addressed by considering how photography 
and digital imaging spectators are constructed, cultural notions of these forms, and 
the ways that web sites mediate the spectator's experience of digital images. Sections 
on Selter's, Silton's, and Gonzales-Day's work demonstrate how photographic theory 
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can enable a more precise understanding of spectatorship and images. Barthes' theo- 
ries and the concept of morphing are particularly important to this analysis because 
they present a model of fragmented spectatorship . 5 Through these critical strategies, a 
different spectator can be suggested and further inquiries can be made about the ways 
all sorts of images become real and true. 

Making the Digital Imaging Spectator 

Social forces as well as the organizing influences of representations and interfaces pro- 
duce spectators. Steinberg argues that artworks produce spectators by articulating the 
particular attributes of viewers and where they are located . 6 Annette Kuhn indicates 
that "the family is actually in [the] process of making itself" when engaging with pho- 
tographs, which includes such obvious processes as exposing film to light and chem- 
ically developing pictures as well as selecting, ordering, writing titles, framing, and dis- 
playing images . 7 Kuhn's proposal may seem to indicate that individuals can construct 
any identity. However, the standard array of photographic images that are usually 
available for this identity production, which include school pictures, studio portraits, 
professional and amateur images of family events, and travel snapshots, tend to pro- 
vide deeply constructed notions of the family and individual . 8 Combining these mate- 
rials in albums, scrapbooks, wall arrangements, and CDs is also likely to produce tra- 
ditional visions of the family and its roles. By accepting varied reading and viewing 
cues, the spectator enables such positions. For example, the mandate to view artworks, 
photographs, and films from a particular distance and be quiet is conveyed by aspects 
and objects in the museum and the cinema. 

Photography and film spectators are produced and aligned with the camera tech- 
nology as well as the cultural work. The relationship between the film spectator and 
apparatus provides a useful model to start conceptualizing other forms of camera iden- 
tification. The film and photography spectator's identification with the apparatus 
have been traced back to Renaissance perspective and earlier devices like the camera 
obscura, which had a small hole or lens that reflected a version of the scene into a dark 
box or space . 9 Jean-Louis Baudry, Andre Bazin, and Siegfried Kracauer mention photo- 
graphic forms as part of their cinema prehistories . 10 Jacqueline Rose indicates that the 
"photographic image is seen as a norm to which the cinema conforms," and Christian 
Metz suggests that both are “prints of real objects" and render images through the 
actions of light and chemicals . 11 In considering how apparatus and photography the- 
ory might be newly applied to the cinema, Mulvey notes that digital technologies 
facilitate a certain stillness in films and allow the spectator more control over the 
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speed of images, which means that photography and film are now more interrelated . 12 
Mulvey's proposal also encourages a consideration of the ways Internet and comput- 
er-facilitated "photography" are like the cinema, because the presumed stillness of the 
image is undone by the cycling of the screen, flashing banners, and shifting of the 
depiction as it downloads. 

Apparatus theory provides some useful ways to understand current conceptions of 
the still camera and spectator when adjustments are made and its limitations are 
acknowledged . 13 The forms of identification that occur in film and photography tend 
to produce centered spectators who appear to have power over image production. 
When traditional narrative films are shown, the optical apparatus of the cinema, as 
well as what is portrayed on the screen, establish the spectator as the center and orig- 
inator of meaning. Baudry indicates that the "monocular vision" of the camera spec- 
ifies the "very spot" that the subject must occupy . 14 Metz notes that identification is 
conceptually split between the projector and screen. The spectator releases the film 
and is situated with the projector and receives it and is the screen . 15 In both cases, the 
spectator becomes integrated with the apparatus and identifies with the camera . 16 

Identification with the photography apparatus also locates the spectator conceptu- 
ally and ideologically within space, provides instructions for ways to view the photo- 
graph, and makes certain kinds of spectators. Photographers have sometimes 
employed nontraditional and even destabilizing viewpoints such as the worm's-eye 
and bird's-eye view. However, the photographer's traditional bodily position when 
using the camera is usually clearly conveyed. The spectator engages with photograph- 
ic images by literally and conceptually taking the position of the photographer. There 
may be exceptions in the photomontages of Claude Cahun, Hannah Hoch, and Pierre 
Molinier, which cut up the body, render composite images, and produce a "range of 
identifications ." 17 Nevertheless, in all these instances, gallery and museum presenta- 
tions encourage the spectator to be physically arranged in front of the image. Albums, 
boxes of snapshots, flipbooks, and stereoviews also render different arrangements 
between the physical body and the image, while still addressing centered subjects and 
presenting traditional ideas about bodies, identity, and spectatorial engagements. 
Some painters have also highlighted their bodily position in front of the canvas by 
rendering a body or object that represents them within the painting. Fried refers to 
this composite position as the "painter-beholder ." 18 The position of the photographer 
or painter may be very different from the embodied existence of the individual, but 
the image and cultural conceptions provide varied effects to stabilize these differences. 

Apparatus theory suggests how spectators are constructed by certain viewing struc- 
tures. However, most of it fails to address the role that difference plays in viewing, and 
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it does not provide sites of resistance. Mulvey's account of visual pleasure, and indica- 
tion that there are no empowered ways for women to view films, has encouraged fem- 
inists to continue to address the ways cultural production, including apparatus theo- 
ry, renders sexual difference. Such feminist theorists as de Lauretis indicate apparatus 
theory's "phallic premise" and its failure to consider the possibility of other viewing 
positions for women . 19 Feminists also note that while apparatus theory and psycho- 
analysis explain the structures of film, this does not indicate that such positions 
should be supported or perpetuated. Apparatus and feminist psychoanalytic film the- 
ory also help articulate aspects of Internet spectatorship and are vital to my analysis 
of how these settings operate, but my intent is to render hybrid theories and consider 
forms of cultural production that can explain and potentially change current viewing 
positions. 

It may be difficult for the spectator to identify differently with Internet and com- 
puter representations, but these instances are worth noting. The work of artists like 
Selter, Silton, and Gonzales-Day highlight how spectators are set up to see images and 
indicate what photography and digital imaging processes render. In the work of these 
artists, the breakdown of a unified point of view and coherently imaged body can 
challenge the idea of the spectator as a singular, empowered, vertical, and columnar 
individual with the power to be situated directly in front of works of art. Their images 
encourage an interrogation of normative spectatorial positions by demonstrating that 
the body of the spectator can never fully correlate to the position articulated by the 
work. Their references to photography and use of scanners and other technologies 
encourage an acknowledgment of the partial and fragmented engagements that are 
produced by such devices and can make the varied relationships between images and 
spectatorial bodies more apparent. 

Photography 

An understanding of photography, digital imaging, and web "display" is useful in for- 
mulating a theory of the spectator's alternative engagements with such digital images 
as Selter's Animalia Series, Silton's Self Portraits, and Gonzales-Day's Skin Series. The 
societal structures that make photographs seem real and the ways spectators are 
instructed to engage need to be examined. Not surprisingly, strategies that reveal the 
technologies by which meaning is instituted and the formats that produce spectators 
are resisted. Gonzales-Day notes that the photograph as "a verifiable fact or document 
continues to linger with contemporary viewers despite the radical impact of digital 
technology on photographic practice ." 20 His comment suggests that social inscription 
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and the willingness of the spectator to perform in front of works in particular ways 
repress the constructed aspects of computer-facilitated and camera-generated images. 

There continues to be a societal tendency to emphasize photography's referential 
aspects and to describe the things depicted by photographs as if they were real. 
Photography is believed to be a simple and unmediated process of permanently 
recording an image on light-sensitive film, paper, or another surface . 21 The photo- 
graphic image is rarely conceived of as handmade . 22 A variety of photography critics, 
historians, theorists, and viewers connect photographs through a mythic shared mate- 
riality to the things that they represent. Barthes indicates that photographs are never 
distinguished from their referents or the objects that they represent . 23 This is support- 
ed by Sontag's suggestion that photography is more than a rendered image or inter- 
pretation; "it is also a trace, something directly stenciled off the real, like a footprint 
or a death mask .'' 24 Krauss describes some instances in which the constructed aspects 
of photographs are underscored. However, she also describes photography as an 
"imprint or transfer off the real ." 25 This consistent correlation of the image with the 
artifact makes the surface of the photograph and its constructed aspects difficult to 
detect. There should be great concern that, as Barthes indicates, the "photograph is 
always invisible: it is not it that we see ." 26 If people do not see the specificity of 
photography and the surface is not interrogated, then processes that seem to be pho- 
tographic (such as digital imaging and realist computer graphics) can also be engaged 
with as a trace or "deposit" of the real, and the underlying presumptions that accom- 
pany these images can be supported . 27 

Photography is believed to be not only a trace of the material artifact but also a 
deposit of a particular time. Bazin establishes a relationship between stillness and pho- 
tography with his indication that photography "embalms time ." 28 The use of such 
terms as "snapshot" and "instamatic" underscore the idea that photography renders 
an instant. The photograph's link to objects, which appears to be supported by the 
actions of light and chemicals, makes the image an "imprint" of a past moment and, 
according to Doane, promises to rematerialize time . 29 The veracity of photography is 
supported by the idea that it "captures" a moment and pictures are "taken," which 
suggests that segments of the real and time are seized and embedded in the photo- 
graphic artifact . 30 However, much more mutable kinds of photographic time are indi- 
cated by the special cages used to stabilize the sitter's body in early photography, 
blurred and repetitive images from people and other things mistakenly moving while 
being photographed, and the conflation of divergent individuals, places, and periods 
through varied photographic techniques. Even the fastest of photographic exposures 
occurs within a period of lived time. 
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It is difficult to examine the surface and the ways photographs and digital images 
are mediated and produced because the spectator is instructed to engage with images 
as a series of objects . 31 Photography critics like Alan Trachtenberg indicate that the 
processes of photographic production and spectatorship are not "innocent acts ." 32 
Images, whether facilitated by an optical technology or produced by other means, 
always convey varied ideological messages, but the spectator is usually encouraged to 
ignore how this happens. Some photographic practices as well as academic and popu- 
lar writing have questioned the idea that photography is unmediated. Bolter and 
Grusin wonder how the processes of photographic production, which include expos- 
ing film to light, developing the negative with chemicals, using the negative and light 
to transfer the image to light-sensitive paper, and developing the positive with more 
chemical baths, can be an unaltered and immediate image . 33 Selecting and cropping 
always occur when making and printing images. According to John Tagg, these medi- 
ated aspects can be noted when attention is paid to the production processes because 
photographs are not based on the model of the eye, although this is often suggested, 
but rather on conveying space on a two-dimensional surface . 34 Seeing the altered 
aspects of images requires a reconfiguration of spectatorial behavior, which includes 
refusing to identify with the apparatus and resisting the empowered position. 

The possibility of such reconfigured engagements is suggested by Barthes' person- 
al viewing of photography in Camera Lucida, which provides a unique opportunity to 
consider different forms of spectatorship. He focuses on the viewer's relationship to 
images, desires, and experiences rather than the photographer's, or "operator's," prac- 
tices. His theory of punctum, which relies on the varied evanescent details or flaws 
in the image, indicates that viewing can be structured by the spectator as well as the 
photograph . 35 However, Barthes is believed to have a "realist attitude," to poignant- 
ly reassert "the realist position," and to depict the camera and photography as "an 
instrument of evidence ." 36 Barthes begins Camera Lucida with a discussion of the ref- 
erential aspects of photography, but his use of punctum goes beyond the evidential . 37 
Barthes' emphasis on individual spectatorial engagements with detailed aspects of 
the image, rather than unified social conventions, indicates some ways to rethink 
spectatorship. 

Barthes associates the realist aspects of photography with studium, which the view- 
er is culturally trained to read, and individual photographic instances with punctum, 
which disrupt these larger cultural conceptions. Studium occurs when spectators only 
"take a kind of general interest" in images and engage through "the rational interme- 
diary of an ethical and political culture .'' 38 Punctum is "the detail" that disrupts the 
cohesive photographic trace and the uniform cultural effects of photography. Barthes' 
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discussion of punctum, which produce a visceral response in the spectator, can offer a 
personal idiosyncratic engagement with photographic surface. Punctum suggests an 
ever-shifting experience with some photographic images, individual rather than 
shared experiences, and the replacement of the photographer's ability to convey fac- 
tual evidence with the spectator's reading. Punctum can be the basis for a theory of 
computer-facilitated spectatorial engagement because of this focus on position. As sug- 
gested by my application of Barthes' theories to net art, punctum is also useful in high- 
lighting the distinct differences in digital processes because it addresses individual 
experiences with images rather than cultural beliefs about images 

Digital or Post-photography 

Digital camera "snapshots," photographs that are computer-manipulated or "correct- 
ed," multiple camera pictures that are combined with the use of a computer into a syn- 
thetic whole, scanner images, and photorealistic computer graphics are produced 
under specific conditions and have a different relationship to material views. Most 
individuals still group these images with photography and describe them as pho- 
tographs, despite how the information is recorded and which technologies are 
employed . 39 It is becoming even more difficult to describe the attributes of digital 
images because film-based photographs are often partially produced and conveyed 
through digital means and digital images are printed on paper. Spectators usually have 
an extremely hard time detecting the specific production processes of digital images. 
Popular accounts do not help resolve this confusion because digital camera techniques 
are ordinarily described as a kind of traditional photography that offers increased con- 
venience and faster image delivery. 

These descriptions, while still relating digital to light and chemical photography, 
indicate that digital processes are better than "straight" or "traditional" photography 
because the "flexibility" of the rendering techniques allows formal aspects to be 
changed and images combined . 40 There is also an occasional indication that digital 
processes have a looser relationship to the material world than does photography and, 
as Michelle Pacansky indicates in her comments about the Scanner as Camera web- 
work, are "like a wet painting ." 41 Unfortunately, the important connections between 
computer-facilitated imaging, collage, and painting remain largely unexplored. While 
digital processes tend to produce a certain fluidity and have a more tenuous relation- 
ship to material views, it is a mistake to assume that photography, which is produced 
with light-sensitive materials and chemicals, is not flexible, that all photographs have 
the same indexical relationship to the material world, and that different photographic 
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practices resist malleability to the same degree. Undeveloped photographic film and 
negatives have developing and printing potentialities, while the paper print is more 
fixed. Of course, even the print can be cut, painted on, displayed differently, and 
rephotographed. 

Some critics indicate that photography and computer-facilitated imaging have dis- 
tinct properties. William J. Mitchell argues that digital images often look like pho- 
tographs, particularly when they are presented in such venues as newspapers, but they 
are profoundly different. 42 According to him, "analog" photographs have an indefinite 
amount of information, and more detail is available when they are enlarged, but dig- 
ital images have a definite amount of information. 43 Of course, enlargements offer dif- 
ferent views and "details," even if this depiction is the visual breakdown that occurs 
when there is no more recorded information. Mitchell also indicates that film and 
paper photographs degrade when reproduced, but a digital copy is "absolutely indis- 
tinguishable from the original." 44 However, concerns about ownership, which are 
expressed by fans, net artists, VP painters, and web jewel designers, indicate that the 
term "original" is not always easy to apply to Internet and computer-facilitated tech- 
nologies. With traditional photography, it is also difficult to argue that the negative, 
first print, photographer's arrived upon image, or series of differently produced ver- 
sions is the original. Geoffrey Batchen highlights the problems with computer-facili- 
tated originality and reliability by describing digital imaging as "an overtly fictional 
process" that "abandons even the rhetoric of truth." 45 Yet digital images, which may 
be digital corrections of photographic material, are often employed in academic con- 
ferences, books, news shows, and newspapers as proof and truth. 

Despite the ongoing employment of digital imaging as a form of traditional pho- 
tography, a great deal of the critical literature suggests that digital imaging will desta- 
bilize photographic truth when its constructed aspects and troubled referential con- 
nections are highlighted. Timothy Druckrey and Fred Ritchin both argue that the 
"tenuous" connection between photography and digital imaging will be "shattered," 
there will be "a profound undermining of photography's status as an inherently truth- 
ful pictorial form,” and this will cause a "tremendous shift" in society. 46 There is also 
an indication, according to Anne-Marie Willis, that in "some ways we are facing the 
death of photography" and, as William J. Mitchell notes, that since "its sesquincen- 
tennial in 1989 photography was dead — or, more precisely, radically and permanent- 
ly displaced." 47 These claims are understandable since photography's reliability is con- 
sistently called into question by manipulations and the malleability of its every aspect. 
However, the continued use of the term "photography" when referring to a variety of 
image-making practices, the cultural investment in camera-produced images as truth, 
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and governmental and individual embarrassments over what is shown in images indi- 
cate that photography and its connection to the documentary are not dead for most 
individuals. 

Photography's and computer-facilitated imaging's association with unmediated 
truth and proof provides authority and power to the depictions and producers. There 
are ever-increasing possibilities of changing images, but there is still no distinct way 
to recognize altered images. This should be cause for concern. Said calls for the elimi- 
nation of repressive "systems of representation" that have authority and do not allow 
individuals to intervene in the ways they are represented . 48 As digital imaging and gen- 
eration techniques improve, the represented individuals have increasingly less control 
over how their bodies are portrayed and conflated with other images. Repressive sys- 
tems of representation also occur when gender and racial categories are articulated and 
when grids of bodies seem available to view and collect in web sites for VP avatars, 
dating, and "most wanted" criminals. Without interventions, popular images tend to 
produce normative forms of spectatorship and encourage the viewer to accept the 
image as the truth about individuals. 

The photograph usually directs spectators away from its constructed aspects in 
order to function as evidence . 49 However, Setter's, Silton's, and Gonzales-Day's works 
foreground production processes. Of course, such disturbances have also been inten- 
tionally and mistakenly produced in traditional photography. Some digital videos, 
films, and television programs also address the constructed aspects, ideological biases, 
seeming transparency, and unreliability of these forms. Critical discussions of film and 
literary reflexivity consider what happens when the technology and produced parts of 
the text are revealed . 50 Despite these disturbances to narrative flow and indexical con- 
nections, photography and digital imaging continue to be associated with the real. 
This suggests that new strategies are needed in order to read images differently. 
Rethinking spectatorship can provide one such approach because it is the viewer who 
accepts cultural conventions or produces different meanings. While the role of the 
spectator has been constructed along with photography, this position has not been as 
culturally recognized or enforced. This suggests that it may be possible to reconceptu- 
alize representations through spectatorship rather than through the image. 

The Scanner as Camera 

Structured spectatorial positions and alternative forms of image production may also 
work at cross-purposes, as they do in the California Museum of Photography's Scanner 
as Camera webwork, which offers images by Carol Selter, Susan Silton, and Darryl 
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Curran and an essay by Michelle Pacansky (figure 6.1-6.5). 51 Pacansky distinguishes 
between photography and digital images in the essay and the artists do similar things 
through their work, but the design of the site directs spectators to read this material 
as photographs. 52 There is a constant emphasis on the Scanner as Camera and that the 
scanner is somehow still a camera because the site essay and most of the images are 
bracketed under the title. The font, which is executed as if a shape had been removed 
from stiff gray paper and the white ground revealed underneath, also renders Setter's, 
Silton's, and Curran's representations as material objects. A version of Gibson's space 
behind the screen is suggested by shadowing the white part of the letters, so that the 
gray appears to project further forward. 53 The thin white border, which appears around 
each of the Scanner as Camera images, evokes the tendency in photography to leave 
a white margin around the print, encourages the spectator to relate these computer- 
facilitated images to photography, and implies that the images should be engaged 
with in more traditional ways. These renderings prevent the spectator from experienc- 
ing the site as extremely thin, flat, or virtual. 

Pacansky indicates that the correlation of images with objects, which usually occurs 
in photography, is undone in digital imaging. 54 However, museum and gallery web 
sites, including the California Museum of Photography's site, often reinforce the cul- 
tural association of photography and digital imaging with materiality and use varied 
computer-facilitated images to represent their collections. 55 The Scanner as Camera 
site also tends to suggest traditional spectatorial engagements, with a centered body in 
front of art, by presenting a single image at a time. Other compositions might offer 
the opportunity to reconsider spectatorial positions and to theorize an engagement 
that is not based on the body's orientation with physical things. For instance, Selter 
and Silton encourage a rethinking of spectatorship by indicating how photography 
has been associated with the real, materiality, and embodiment and the ways these 
connections fail. Selter, Silton, and Gonzales-Day provide a kind of morphology or 
articulation of the characteristics of digital image production. They consider digital 
imaging's gridlike aspects, easily manipulated data, usual composition from parts, and 
relationship to becoming more than being. 

Carol Selter's Animalia and Punctum 

Selter's Animalia Series indicates how digital and photographic images become con- 
nected to material realities and contends that these connections are always contradic- 
tory. A perfunctory examination of Selter's work may suggest that her images, which 
are produced by scattering live animals on a flatbed scanner, portray such animals as 
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chicks, ducklings, iguanas, silkworms, and toads. However, her images clearly portray 
screen-mediated bodies. The depictions of animal bodies are misshapen, and parts are 
not represented because the bodies were pressed against the scanner's glass surface 
during the production process. There is no clear formula that encourages the specta- 
tor to correlate animal bodies with the depictions. Sometimes the weight of the ani- 
mal and its materiality erased significant aspects of its embodiment; there are also dou- 
bled and multiplied representations and flashes of glare where no body is depicted. 
These elements are not mistakes in the imaging process, and they do not remain at a 
remove from the representation. Instead, Selter uses the aspects of scanner- and com- 
puter-facilitated imaging to indicate how photography conveys materiality and to dis- 
rupt the spectator's sense of individual mass and body. 

In Selter's images, an understanding of three-dimensional form and specific envi- 
ronment are disturbed by the jagged and seemingly folded forms and the dark surface 
that depicts no "natural" place. For instance, Desert Iguana depicts distorted represen- 
tations of iguanas that appear to be embedded in the black "ground" (figure 6.1). 
Almost-white glare, which reads like unprinted parts more than any form, intensifies 
the unreal aspects of the images. There is no simply recorded whole because the com- 
puter encodes information as the scanner's optical head moves across the glass and the 
animals move. The image is a product of multiple positions, temporalities, and points 
of view, which are consolidated into an image, rather than a singular body or time. 
Selter highlights the impossibility of articulating the represented numbers of animals 
or parts by entitling an image of more than three partial toad renderings Toad. The 
consolidation of multiple views into the image provides the spectator with a kind of 
view into the scanner apparatus, when the technology records vertical bands, and an 
image of the glass screen, at the points where animal bodies dissolve into glare. This 
makes the spectator attend to the photographic plane and the scanner process instead 
of just "looking through" images and at "real” animals. 

The depiction, rather than the animals, seems to stretch out of shape, compress, 
turn inside out, and get pulled through rents in the image. At these junctures, there is 
a radical destabilization of the surface and photography seems to be literally and con- 
ceptually turned inside out. The spectator's engagement with these gaps in the index- 
ical aspects of the images, which "pricks" and "bruises," is different from being direct- 
ed to material objects and provides a version of Barthes' punctum. 56 Photographs, or 
in this case digital images, are "punctuated, sometimes even speckled with these 
sensitive points; precisely, these marks, these wounds are so many points." 37 There are 
renderings of holes, bloated and distended forms, hollowed out bodies, and breaks 
where the depiction abruptly stops. For instance, in Ducklings, dark lines and smears 




Figure 6.1 

Carol Selter, Desert Iguana, "UCR/CMP: Scanner as Camera," UCR California Museum of 
Photography, 1998, 27 Sept. 2004, <http://www.cmp.ucr.edu/site/exhibitions/scanner2/ 
intro2.html>. 


of color appear where part of the image seems to have been folded away (figure 6.2). 
Punctum prevents a familiar cultural engagement and renders a kind of violence to the 
viewer's optical processes when the missing aspects of Setter's images and the visual 
incomprehension of webcams are noted. Punctum forces the spectator of the Animalia 
Series to address the seamed, unexpected, and difficult aspects of the representation. 

Punctum occurs, according to Jane Gallop, when an aggressive aspect of the photo- 
graph "penetrates the viewer" and, as Roger Warren Bebe notes, "creates an intense 
affect." 58 For Barthes, punctum collapses the distinction between the centered specta- 
tor and object because it "rises from the scene, shoots out of it like an arrow, and 
pierces" and penetrates the viewer. 59 In such cases, spectatorship is not about stable 
culturally proscribed positions and the unnoticed processes that shape desires. There 
is pleasure, pain, and bodily fragmentation when punctum undoes traditional forms 





Figure 6.2 

Carol Selter, Ducklings, "UCR/CMP: Scanner as Camera," UCR California Museum of 
Photography, 1998, 27 Sept. 2004, <http://www.cmp.ucr.edu/site/exhibitions/scanner2/ 
intro.htmlx 

of spectatorship. Studium and traditional forms of spectatorship render a form of 
"enclosure," and, according to Gallop, breaking or opening something up allows 
"seepage” and renders punctum. 60 In the Animalia Series, there is "seepage" between 
elements, a shifting point of view, and a kind of breach of the uniform spectator. 

The omnipresence of other kinds of bodies and positions is difficult to ignore in 
Selter's work. The spectator is virtually lying down, looking "up" at representations of 
animal anuses, and seeing the "dirty" underside of the picture. For instance, the ani- 
mals in Chicks appear to be looking down at the spectator, so that the spectator is vir- 
tually below the chicks' bodies, and at the same time looking directly at representa- 
tions (figure 6.3). The spectator's torqued position, which does not provide the usual 
empowered view of distant objects, is underscored by the ways animals appear to gaze 
back. Mikhail Bakhtin suggests that such improperly embodied arrangements "transfer 
top to bottom, and bottom to top," place the face where the buttocks should be, and 



use misplacement and disorientation to undo norms and ordinary roles . 61 The specta- 
tor of Selter's work cannot occupy one position, since the view and material body pre- 
sent different positions, or one time, because different temporal states are encapsulat- 
ed in the jagged half-images of moving animals. There are multiple positions rather 
than a singular viewpoint because the computer encodes information as the scanner's 
optical head moves across the glass. Reading practices are disturbed, and the meaning 
of the image is changed because Selter situates the spectator in difficult positions and 
emphasizes the screen. 

Susan Silton's Self Portraits and Images of the Partial Self 

Silton also employs a scanner in order to make her images and shifts positions as the 
optical head of the scanner moves across the glass. This produces distorted images that 
make particular aspects of the body difficult to identify. Silton uses these practices to 
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indicate how difficult it is to rely on recorded data as an exacting representation. It 
would be incorrect to suggest that this is Silton, that the subject is Silton in any tradi- 
tional sense, or even that she represents herself. Her images portray a kind of liquidi- 
ty or dissolution of the self rather than any consolidated view. Silton uses these 
elements to address the genre of self-portraiture and the improbable belief that it cap- 
tures the whole view. By recombining features and rendering amorphous flesh, Silton 
denies the spectator a unified point of view or articulated relationship to the artist. 
Through such processes, Silton encourages spectators to reconceptualize their relation- 
ship to imaging technologies. 

Cultural conceptions of photography encourage the spectator to use words like 
"flesh" and "face" when describing Silton's Self Portrait No. 21 (1995), which presents 
a twisted column that stretches diagonally from lower left to the upper right and con- 
nects the representation of the mouth to the eye (figure 6.4). The detailed folds in the 
nose destabilize what would otherwise seem like a record of sagging flesh and creases 
and the indexical aspects of the image. The spectator of Self Portrait No. 21 and other 
images from this series will also have difficulty with such terms as "size" and "shape." 
However, the Scanner as Camera site suggests a stable viewing experience by stating 
that all of the "Silton images in this exhibition are Iris prints, 4 7/8” x 8", created in 
1995." 62 The notation about the printing technology produces an authoritative lan- 
guage and suggests that the spectator will experience a physical object. Silton's scan- 
ner images are output using an exacting jet printer and the detail and texture are 
implied, but there is no way for the spectator to experience these images as a paper 
print or process. It is difficult to articulate what the spectator is viewing because suc- 
cessive reproductions have irrevocably combined different print and computer gener- 
ations of this image. The notation about physical dimensions also provides an inaccu- 
rate measure since browser settings and screen size determine the spectator's engage- 
ment and the size of the Selter and Curran images are not specified. 

The Scanner as Camera site design, with its attempt to establish stable images and 
viewing positions, is contrary to Selter's and Silton's spectatorial disturbances. The 
unruliness conveyed by these artists is related to the feminist project of demonstrat- 
ing how bodies are constructed and identity is mutable. Silton's Self Portraits series is 
part of her ongoing examination of "the perception of lesbian as mutant" and "muta- 
tion." 63 She employs morphing and multiplication to explore the "possibilities for 
transformation or variation" that resist the societal privileging of normative bodies 
and desires. 64 The morph addresses fears about unnatural and easily transformed bod- 
ies, but it also indicates that bodies are reshaped through contact with technology, 
flesh, surfaces, and time. Jeanette Winterson describes the pleasurable processes of 




Figure 6.4 

Susan Silton, Self Portrait No. 21, 1995, "UCR/CMP: Scanner as Camera/' UCR California Museum 
of Photography, 1998, 27 Sept. 2004, <http://www.cmp.ucr.edu/site/exhibitions/scanner2/ 
intro3.html>. 


bodies drawn into temporary shape through optic and haptic engagement, where fin- 
gers "become printing blocks" and "tap meaning" into the body . 65 Winterson and 
Silton indicate that the spectator makes meaning out of other bodies and that it is 
through viewing that bodies are produced. Bodies are "pliable to power," as Elizabeth 
Grosz indicates, and rendered through varied forms of cultural writing and inscrip- 
tions, which include Internet and computer spectatorship, wearing clothing and 
makeup, and driving and identifying with a car . 66 The body is not a preproduced 
and stable position but rather a mutating structure that is always reading, being read, 
and produced by other individuals. 

The body is the product of external forces and relationships rather than an authen- 
tic and consolidated self. Barthes indicates that physically and conceptually consider- 
ing the self through photography produces a different body. According to him, the 
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spectator changes when observed by the lens and is constituted through the process 
of posing for the photograph . 67 There is no authentic or genuine view but a deeply 
structured and inexact image. When using the scanner and engaging with the camera, 
the spectator makes "another body" and is transformed "in advance into an image ." 68 
Photography encourages the observed and the observer to become a representation, 
but even this image does not provide a consolidated identity. Barthes' writing and 
Silton's images suggest that the processes of portraiture disturb the possibility of being 
a unified subject and remaining the same. In the Self Portraits series, Silton considers 
her "own mutated selves, physical and psychological, with the intention of challeng- 
ing what we know to be human, to be ourselves ." 69 A confused body rifting and even 
horrific encounter occurs when engaging with such twisted and malleable images of 
the self. Spectators may want the mobile image of multiple photographs, scans, or 
other imaging technologies to "always coincide with" the "profound 'self .'" 70 
However, the spectator's self will never exactly coincide with the image. The photo- 
graphic portrait is a "disturbance," as Barthes notes, in the cultural construction of the 
individual and "the advent of myself as other ." 71 

Through backdrops, composition, lighting, posing, cropping, and printing, camera- 
based imaging technologies tend to produce an "other" or perceptions about cultural 
groups rather than any true or exacting account of traits. The work of Edward Said, 
Nancy Hartsock, and Andrew Edgar and Peter Sedgwick indicate that this "projection 
constructs the identities of cultural subjects through a relationship of power in which 
the Other is the subjugated element ." 72 Describing the supposed characteristics of the 
other — what is external and different about avatars, newbies, people of color, photo- 
graphic subjects, and women — is an attempt to articulate normative culture, the self, 
and to maintain power in such arrangements. The construction of the other is usual- 
ly a way to assert self-identity. However, when the other is also a version of the self, it 
can render a disconnection from identity and crisis. Views of the spectator, which are 
facilitated through photography, digital imaging, or some other means of reproduc- 
tion, present a situation in which self is turned into selves that hover among external, 
internal, distant, close, and the same. 

Society may have "repressed the profound madness" of the way photography pro- 
duces our double but there is still, according to Barthes, a "faint uneasiness" that 
occurs when looking at the "self" on paper . 73 All recorded representations repeat this 
confusion by addressing the spectator in front of the image and rendering a double. 
Silton's scanner images increase the uneasiness of engaging with doubles because they 
are recognizable but not anatomically understandable. She emphasizes such conflicts 
by wondering how conjoined twins mediate ideas about the stable and singular self . 74 
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Silton produces multiple recordings that have been inexactly condensed into one 
image and offers an engagement with monstrous bodies that should not and cannot 
be. However, even less manipulated scanner images condense multiple times and 
image fragments. The visions of self provided by photography, computer imaging, and 
other copying systems are some of the only ways to access full views of "your" body. 
According to Barthes, you "are the only one who can never see yourself except as an 
image." 75 This body, which is supposed to be intimately known, can only be seen in 
pieces. 

Silton renders a disturbing resolution to this fragmentation of the self, visibility, 
and spectatorial positions in Self Portrait No. 20, which she has labeled as a "cyborg," 
or a combination of technological and animate components (figure 6. 5). 76 The image 
depicts an eye that seems capable of looking at the rest of the body. There is a high 
level of continuity between the rendering of the cheek, lips, and nose and the "know- 
able" body, but the eye is not so easily placed. It is abnormally large, blurry, lit so that 
it appears wet or weeping, and twists or falls away from the rest of the depicted face. 
The position of the eye suggests that spectators may be able to see a version of their 
whole body but the view will be different from what was expected. Silton's images are 
horrific because they offer too much of the body and leave the processes of sight in 
some disrepair. The spectator can no longer engage with the image as a window onto 
three-dimensional space or as a reflection of the spectator's own body because the 
body is in pieces, flattened, and pulled out of shape. By disturbing the usual viewing 
positions, she puts a great deal of pressure on familiar understandings of spectatorship. 
Silton indicates that society tends to resist bodies that fold when in contact, morph, 
and mutate, and she demands that the viewer find a vocabulary to speak about the 
spectator as selves. Such an engagement and language, as it is posited in Silton's image, 
highlights the precarious place of the spectator and the inadequate terms of spectato- 
rial understanding. 

Ken Gonzales-Day's Skin Series and the Cut 

Gonzales-Day's images are also clearly produced through varied processes. He indi- 
cates that they "are photographed, scanned, altered, fragmented, and recombined." 77 
His Skin Series comprises close-up representations of skin that are distorted, arranged 
in a grid, and veiled with diagrams of skin structure (figures 6. 6-6. 7). He blends the 
camera-produced and digital images so that the constructed state of these images is 
obvious but the precise aspects of mediation are impossible to locate. This undermines 
the referential aspects of these representations, which would otherwise encourage the 



Figure 6.5 

Susan Silton, Self Portrait No. 20, 1995, "UCR/CMP: Scanner as Camera/' UCR California Museum 
of Photography, 1998, 27 Sept. 2004, <http://www.cmp.ucr.edU/site/exhibitions/scanner2/4 
,html>. 

spectator to engage from a particular position and correlate them to photographic 
truth. The spectator is presented with a different kind of identification and point of 
view because of the fusion of camera-based and digital processes, uneasy states of the 
referent, and juxtaposition of different forms of rendering. 

Gonzales-Day's images are available in varied combinations on the web. The most 
extensive group is on his site. 78 However, there are other sites that provide more tex- 
tual materials. For instance, the Sweeney Art Gallery site, which is also part of the 
University of California Riverside, presents digital images from Epidermal 
Interventions, which was shown in 1999 as part of their Projects Series (figure 6. 7). 79 
The site presents four images from his Skin Series, which are combined with links and 
an essay by Gonzales-Day, and organized into a formal arrangement of vertical and 
horizontal bands. The site design, with its minimal black lines that separate the images 





Figure 6.6 

Ken Gonzales-Day, Untitled # 94, 1999, "Slide Show," 27 Sept. 2004, <http://homepage.mac.com/ 
kengonzalesday/PhotoAlbum9.html>. 

from the rest of the material, suggests a spectatorial engagement with images and 
words. Three of Gonzales-Day's images are arranged in a horizontal band near the top 
of the site. In most monitors, the spectator would not be able to obtain a full view of 
the fourth image without scrolling. The cropping of the fourth image suggests that 
spectatorship is a continuous process of reading and arranging the body in front of 
works rather than a centered engagement. The design is different from that of the 
Scanner as Camera site because it does not construct a spectator in front of a singular 
work. The scrolling view and the long column of Gonzales-Day's statement suggest 
vertical forms of reading or a horizontal reading of sentences that has its counterpoint 
in a strong vertical block of text. The site can also be frustrating because the viewer 
cannot engage with the "whole" view. 

The four images on the Sweeney Gallery site only become identifiable representa- 
tions of skin because their striated pattern and pinky-brown hues provide reading 
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Figure 6.7 

Ken Gonzales-Day, "Sweeney Art Gallery | Exhibitions | Epidermal/' Sweeney Art Gallery, 1999,27 
Sept. 2004, <http://sweeney.ucr.edu/exhibitions/projectsl999/gonzalesday/gonzalesday.html>. 

cues. The middle image encourages the spectator to read the mottled surfaces on the 
left as pimples and the polyplike nodes and dark lines of the bottom image as skin and 
hair. Constructed aspects of the left, right, and bottom image prompt the spectator to 
question what appear to be direct references. Through this organization, Gonzales-Day 
and the site designers begin to provide reading indications that are absent in net art- 
works and VP web sites. Gonzales-Day suggests that there are always "shifts and slip- 
page" between the constructed and referential aspects of photography and digital 
imaging . 80 For instance, by combining medical diagrams of skin with photographic 
processes, Gonzales-Day shows that these images are intentional drawings. His depic- 
tions come with such "flaws" as deep lines and creases, tattoos, scars, and eruptions 
that encourage the spectator to attend to the inscribed surface and the ways photog- 
raphy, digital imaging, and the body are produced through accidental and purposeful 
writing. He indicates that photography is "a language," which is related to the deeply 
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mediated process of writing. With this photographic language, "your adjectives could 
be printing or cropping," and there are both "evocative statements" and "ideological 
constructs ." 81 In order to understand the ideological intents of photography and com- 
puter-facilitated images, spectators must develop reading skills. 

Gonzales-Day uses a cubic grid to evoke the pixels of computer rendering and to 
suggest that arbitrary numerical information rather than an indexical relationship 
undergirds computer-facilitated representations. A great deal of the material is gar- 
nered from images of Gonzales-Day and his parents, but these do not read as self-por- 
traits or family photos. He "builds" grids of eyes, cheeks, and lips from computer- 
manipulated squares of different individuals. These "pixels" are not color building 
blocks, and they do not combine into a unified digital whole. Instead, he mixes cubes 
of race and gender "components" so that the categories, which are ordinarily enforced 
on varied bodies, become confused. His works suggest "modernist aesthetic princi- 
ples," the continued employment of the grid in art works, and "photography's histo- 
ry of racial analysis and classification," which employed the seemingly unbiased qual- 
ities of the medium to record aspects of the body. Such "scientific" images were then 
read for "evidence" of differences in intelligence, race, and sexuality . 82 Gonzales-Day's 
images function differently from those of scientists and avatar painters because he uses 
the grid, as Krauss theorizes its function, as "antinatural" and "antireal ." 83 His grids 
remind spectators about systems of classification. However, he undermines the natu- 
ralistic and evidential aspects of photography, does not objectify the body, and clear- 
ly manipulates skin color and point of view. Through such practices he indicates that 
race and identity are also produced through reading and writing. 

Gonzales-Day's cubic grids render the folding of one body into another. Sometimes 
a part of one cube seems to have been generated by a part of another sequence. At 
other times, there is a kind of bleeding from one compartment or area of the image to 
another. These renderings of morphed bodies, with their stretching and folding at the 
seam, connect varied identities together so that there cannot be an articulation of the 
unified self. Each cropped square of these images shifts the viewer between the 
flatness of the modernist grid, and a representation of a particular angled, although 
sometimes impossible to identify engagement with the body. While Cavell indicates 
that implying and rejecting the presence of the world through cropping is as impor- 
tant to photography as what it portrays, Gonzales-Day uses the crop in order to make 
it impossible to engage with images as a unified worldview . 84 These internal crops 
produce a shifting position. Gonzales-Day's works do not provide the optical 
viewpoint and identification that are available with traditional photography or 
Hollywood film. The spectator cannot achieve identification with the singular lens, 
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camera, photographer, or even an arrangement that is like that of the double viewer/ 
viewed cinema structure that Metz describes because portions of individuals are con- 
stantly being grafted onto and morphed into other things. 85 

The spectator's engagement with film can ordinarily be understood through the 
concept of suture, or the processes through which texts provide subjectivity to view- 
ers. Suture can also be used when considering the spectator's engagement with photo- 
graphic and computer-facilitated images. 86 Suture occurs when spectators accept a 
character to act as their stand-in, or allow a point of view to articulate what they see. 
Suture is successful, according to Silverman, when "the viewing subject says, 'Yes that's 
me' or 'That's what I see.'" 87 Suture gives the "subject the illusion of a stable and con- 
sistent identity" and rearticulates "the existing symbolic order in ideological orthodox 
ways.'' 88 It is designed to produce passive subjects who are aligned with the codes of 
traditional media rather than critical spectators. While film theory, and more particu- 
larly apparatus theory, offers the most elaborate theorization of suture, Fried's work on 
the painter-beholder also suggests a similar understanding of how spectators are con- 
nected to texts. 89 

The spectator of photographic and digital works also tends to identify with the 
position of the image producer and text. 90 However, when Gonzales-Day is "fragment- 
ing" his "own subjectivity with each blemish, scar and line," he is also disturbing such 
spectatorial positions. 91 The spectator is not sutured and cannot see and be positioned 
in the uniform ways that are articulated by the text. This presents an intriguing oppor- 
tunity to retheorize the kind of spectatorial engagements that occur with imaging 
technologies. In a physical sense, the spectator is still arranged somewhere in front of 
the image in order to gain a view of the work. However, this position is no longer 
authorized or empowered by the knowledge that camera and photographer were once 
set up in this exact position to the referent. This disjunction leaves the spectator in an 
uneasy position of having no articulated place from which to engage. 

The New Media Grid 

Other new media artists also misuse the grid in order to consider the relationship 
between spectatorship and difference. 92 For instance, Keith Piper's Internet-based 
Relocating the Remains/Excavating the Site suggests that grids facilitate classification, col- 
lecting, and surveillance (figure 6.8). 93 Anthropological images of "native" bodies, 
medical drawings, and seemingly scientific information about "the size of" and 
"weight of" bodies are mapped against a grid. 94 However, these diagrammed parts do 
not cohere into a consolidated subject or position for the spectator. Piper irreparably 




Figure 6.8 

Keith Piper, "Exhumation of an UnMapped Body," Relocating the Remains/Excavating the Site, 27 
Sept. 2004, <http://www.iniva.org/piper/UnMappedBody.html>. 

alters the legible body promised by da Vinci's and the AAAS's Vitruvian Man by remov- 
ing most of the rational shapes (figure I.l ). 95 In another part of his work, a black male 
body replicates the position of the Vitruvian Man within the circle, square, and grid . 96 
However, the blurring of the images, disparate elements, and citation of the systems 
of knowledge that produce such bodies, which he indicates include "anthropology," 
"craniology," "ethnology," and "technology," suggest how the "other" is produced. 
Through such strategies Piper renders multiple readings, spectatorial positions, and 
articulations of race. 

Piper uses grids of overlapping gold frames and other art references to indicate that 
the bounded histories of people of color are also produced by the museum. Piper and 
the Mongrel collective subversively repeat aspects of the museum while exhibiting 
within its structure . 97 For instance, the Tate commissioned Mongrel's Graham 
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Harwood to produce a net art "versioning" of its web site (figure 6.9). 98 His 
Uncomfortable Proximity offers deeply manipulated grids of images from the collection, 
links to other aspects of the site, and commentary on the racial and class issues of the 
museum where "British Modernism" is exhibited "in one of the lowest waged areas of 
Britain" and black subjects are reconstituted in stereotyped ways. 99 Harwood refer- 
ences the museum's site design, web frame, and art frames in a tactic that is similar to 
Mongrel's simulation of the browser in Natural Selection. 100 In his version of the Tate, 
aesthetic objects and a comfortable spectatorial distance are replaced with disturbing- 
ly close images of paintings, oozing sores, and the scummy water of Uncomfortable 
Proximity. 

Harwood repeats and revisions the museum's structure in ways that evoke other net 
art practices. He uses such failures as broken links and empty art frames in order to 
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invite different forms of Internet and web museum spectatorship. Harwood's disturb- 
ing visuals, which make the spectator look away, direct attention to the structure of 
the museum and the kinds of spectatorship it ordinarily facilitates. However, 
Harwood's production of uncomfortable viewing does not change the rest of the Tate 
site and may even alleviate the museum from having to critically examine its role in 
shaping cultural norms and perceptions. By including net art critiques in clearly 
demarcated sections of web sites, museums may be able to perform a kind of self- 
examination while remaining largely the same. Artists like Piper and Mongrel are in a 
difficult position because they critique and exhibit in museums. Their appropriation 
of the modernist grid as a way of deforming linear narrative and imaging other bod- 
ies is a political act. However, their misuse of the grid within technological settings 
also remains uneasy because, as Mongrel indicates, "Hierarchically ordered technolo- 
gy and structural racism mesh too easily together ." 101 These connections should 
encourage critical examinations of the ways the grid and interface support classifica- 
tion, power structures, and control. One possible resistance to the hierarchical and 
consolidating tendencies of technology is the process of morphing. 

Conclusion: The Morphed Spectator 

Selter's, Silton's, and Gonzales-Day's deliberate acts against the wholeness of the rep- 
resented subject suggest how identity is produced through crops and other forms of 
photographic and computer-facilitated writing, and they encourage the spectator to 
see photography as a meaning-making system. Their destabilization of the traditional 
unified spectatorial engagement with images encourages viewers to address the ways 
they are structured to look. Theories of folding and morphing by such authors as 
Vivian Sobchack offer further methods for articulating fragmented and disempowered 
viewing. These theories suggest that digital imaging spectatorship is not like the 
immobile view, or the one time, that is associated with photography or the linear flow 
of time that the spectator is supposed to receive with traditional Hollywood film. The 
digital image and morph offer times that are reversible and outside lived experience, 
according to Sobchack, because of their "supernatural" and accelerated processes of 
change and transformation . 102 

Morphing, or changing a picture from one image to another through a succession 
of fleeting phases, is a useful way to address temporality and Internet spectatorship . 103 
The temporal aspects of the Internet, which the spectator engages with, include flash- 
ing banners, animated sequences, streaming media (such as RealAudio), the continued 
emphasis on QuickTime and Flash (which also render certain kinds of time through 
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product names), image and file downloads, software installations, scrolling synchro- 
nous communication sessions and web browsers, clocking varied activities, spacing 
out while gaming and "surfing," and the cycling of the screen. 104 Such experiences as 
lags and crashes seem to prevent or stall the real time of computer processing. These 
temporal aspects of the Internet emphasize the spectator's experience of waiting, 
encourage the assessment that nothing is happening, and produce a fragmented shift- 
ing or morphing that represents changes but does not usually have a clear beginning 
and end. 

Digital imaging technologies can never be relied on to provide a consistent and 
invariable image. They always have the potential to morph because of their easy trans- 
formability at the level of the pixel, which means that the image retains a level of 
formlessness. 105 Morphing and the shapeless aspects of computer-facilitated imaging 
are also rendered by Apple's OS X operating system, which depicts web browsers and 
other software windows twisting and melting into the "dock" when they are tem- 
porarily removed from view. The fluid and sequential aspects of Selter's, Silton's, and 
Gonzales-Day's works morph or change images of people and animals into other 
things through phases that are visible in the jagged composites of the scanner images 
and leaking grids. When the spectator engages with images, through the images' point 
of view, then morphing also affects or even changes the spectator. 

Cinematic morphing sequences represent contemporary concerns and interests in 
such medical technologies as plastic surgery, sex changes, and genetic manipulation. 
These filmic practices recraft bodies and erode the possibility of uniqueness, a stable 
other, and a consistent list of differences. The morphing of film characters in Alien 
Resurrection (Jean-Pierre Jeunet, 1997), Mimic (Guillermo del Toro, 1997), and Species 
(Roger Donaldson, 1995) addresses concerns about genetic or technological experi- 
ments that have gone wrong. Liquidity is also used to visibly articulate a character's 
shiftiness in Hollow Man (Paul Verhoeven, 2002), The Mask (Chuck Russell, 1994), and 
Terminator 2: Judgment Day (James Cameron, 1991). The "mercurial shape" in such 
films is threatening at least in part because of what Mark Dery describes as its "poly- 
morphous perversity." 106 The shock of recognition in morphing sequences is related to 
the unstructured and unexpected failures of Internet and computer technologies but 
morphing's fluidity makes it conceptually different than the coded, planned, and 
deeply referential aspects of net art failures. Technology is a site of new anxiety and 
uneasiness because, as Scott Bukatman argues, "it cannot even be relied upon to keep 
its shape.'' 107 Film morphing provides the viewer with a fascinating spectacle that 
diverges from narrative conventions, a liquidity that can never be fully mapped and 
traced, and a warning that there are dangers in embracing such positions. 108 
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The constant doubling and folding of the morph/body into itself, which is figured 
quite specifically in the works of Selter, Silton, and Gonzales-Day, evoke the spectator's 
fragile and folded body and self-engagement while in front of the screen. Digital imag- 
ing and cinematic morphing render a spectator who is close to the screen because the 
image cannot be read coherently . 109 Folded positions, which are explored in more 
detail in the afterword, are without central coherence, a unified point of view, or a core 
embodiment. Morphing suggests liquidity, or what Sobchack calls the "quick change," 
and an unknowable time when images are compressed and distorted beyond physical 
possibility . 110 It offers a folding, unfolding, and twisting of time. For instance, Amelia 
Jones indicates that Silton's images are "portraits of motionless motion .'' 111 Computer- 
facilitated images and film morphing articulate the process of becoming, which can 
also be a type of motionless motion. 

Morphing does not render the same experience as the theorized immobility of pho- 
tography or the lived time of traditional Flollywood film. Barthes distinguishes 
between the "immobility" of photography, where the thing posed in front of the cam- 
era "has remained there forever," and the movement of film, where "the pose is swept 
away and denied by the continuous series of images ." 112 The traditional narrative film 
experience, which is often associated with the long shot, is linear, developmental, and 
not reversible . 113 The temporality that narrative films convey, like the rendering of real 
time in television, telepresence artworks, and webcams, is articulated so that the spec- 
tator associates these representations with the embodied experiences of lived time and 
change. Morphing operates quite differently than traditional narrative film because it 
offers a time that is outside lived experience and is reversible. The scanner also renders 
distorted and compressed duration because different times are encoded as the head 
moves across the glass. The scanner's representation of time without traditional 
sequence often remains unacknowledged so scans can be instantaneous and seamless 
images. By eliding these shifting temporalities, digital images are associated with pho- 
tography and cinema. According to Metz, photography and cinema render a space 
that "was, but no longer is .'' 114 Through spectatorial identification, they also offer an 
inhabitable space and a real view. However, the morphed image renders nonlinear 
time rather than space. 

The digital image and the morph may remain outside lived time because they have 
what Spielmann describes as a "permanent instability ." 115 This instability renders 
forms of spectatorship that are fragile and not validated by identification and direct 
correspondence with the screen. The continued liquidity and shifting of morphing, 
which tend to render different spectatorial positions, make this experience different 
from net art failures, which usually provide the same image and stylistic conventions 
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with subsequent viewing. However, morphing's instability, which is part of its theoret- 
ical value, may also be its undoing as a critical model. The lack of constancy of such 
experiences allows spectators to enjoy moments of disruption and loss, to select the 
more traditional aspects of the images and engagement, and to remain the same. The 
challenge for media producers and critics, who want to interrogate spectatorship and 
representations, is to find forms of morphing that cannot be overwritten or displaced 
by traditional models. When spectatorship cannot be fixed, and the spectator is not 
fully recognized or formed by the screen, then processes of viewing have to be consid- 
ered in order to engage with and understand images. 



Afterword 


The Flat and the Fold: A Consideration of Embodied 
Spectatorship 


Introduction 

Spectators are often conceived of as unified, empowered, and directly if not erectly 
positioned in front of objects and screens . 1 Internet sites as well as academic and pop- 
ular narratives also privilege a commanding spectator. As the chapters in this book 
demonstrate, there are many ways sites and interfaces suggest that spectators have 
power and control. However, there are also renderings of cramped and bent bodies, 
bloated forms, errant flesh, static positions, and aches and pains that occur because of 
the computer, keyboard, and screen. Some of these images and narratives provide a 
negative image of the common spectator that is then contrasted with a more skilled 
and disciplined programmer position . 2 Renderings of an impotent body are also 
designed to motivate spectators to gain control over body and interface. However, a 
close reading and critical rethinking of these images and narratives, like the one per- 
formed in this afterword, indicate that Internet and computer spectators fail to 
achieve an ideal position. An examination of these positions can also suggest alterna- 
tive ways to theorize spectatorship. 

Spectators worry about their "extra" flesh, experience of being creased, and sweaty 
engagement with chairs and other computer technologies. The bending of the body 
because of poor posture, unusual seating positions, and repetitive tasks of mousing, 
typing, and other computer work are painful and inane. The writings of Bordo, 
Deleuze, Irigaray, and Theweleit offer ways to critically consider this folded body . 3 
Deleuze's theoretical work on the fold suggests the critical possibilities of becoming, 
which render a different subject position than conceptions of uniform being, and 
latent "virtualities" that will, according to Grosz, never be realized as a solid or cen- 
tered form . 4 Morphing also renders fluidity rather than a stable state . 5 The fold and the 
morph suggest more precarious forms of viewing and can be used to theorize the 
fleshy position of the body in front of the computer screen. 
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Internet spectators and researchers cannot see specific individuals by looking at 
writings and representations, but depictions of seated and folded viewers offer a way 
to theorize the body of the Internet and computer spectator, resist some of the narra- 
tives about empowered computer users, and consider how other forms of spectator- 
ship are less vertical than expected. For instance, self-identified male programmers — 
who should be understood as Internet and computer spectators despite their resistance 
to being associated with "common" users — write in a variety of Internet forums about 
their long periods of time in front of the computer and personal concerns about body 
size and shape. Male programmers' overt fascination and concern with their own flesh 
contradicts cultural presumptions that the body is a woman's issue. These narratives 
offer an opportunity to rethink the gender representations that are presented in a vari- 
ety of settings. In this afterword, I address the fold in digital imaging, the desire to 
leave the body behind, the repetitive strain of computer work, attempts to control 
computer-related pain, programmers' concerns about fat, the erotic of doubled flesh, 
and the bodily risks in disassembling computers. By considering versions of the body 
that are different from those usually addressed, I hope to encourage a more careful 
interrogation of the Internet and computer spectator's position. 

Carol Selter, Susan Silton, Ken Gonzales-Day, and the Fold 

Selter, Silton, and Gonzales-Day provide ways to consider the Internet and computer 
spectator's bodily arrangement (figures 6. 1-6. 7). Their depictions of doubled and fold- 
ed bodies suggest the spectator's seated and bent position, self-contact with flesh, and 
erotic engagement. The spectator's position, which might otherwise be envisioned as 
masculine and somehow standing erectly in front of the screen, is feminized by these 
representations of intimacy and self-touching. This overt embodiment is related to the 
spectator's closeness to the screen. However, the spectator cannot read Setter's depic- 
tions as a material reality because of the temporal folding of different animal moments 
and movements into one image. Form is folded in such a way that individual animals 
cannot always be recognized. A folding of one body into another and distortions in 
time are also suggested by Silton's representations of her body. In her images, the dou- 
bled or multiple aspects of the folded body confuse cultural conceptions of the indi- 
vidual because they are produced from the same person. Selter's and Silton's images 
are a picture of the technology and a folding of the inside of the scanner mechanism 
into the outside of the picture (figures 6. 1-6.5). In Gonzales-Day's Untitled # 94 (1999), 
some sections of the cubic-grid of skin seem to have been generated by other 
sequences, there is a kind of bleeding between compartments, a folding over onto 
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adjacent rectangles, and a stretching and folding at the seams (figure 6.6). 6 Through 
such devices, he also suggests the folding of one body into another. The fold moves 
the viewer between recognition and loss of the photographic surface as representa- 
tions of bodies appear and dissolve in these works. 

Craig Owens indicates that doubling, or the internal duplication that occurs in 
some photographs — and we could add digital images by Selter and Silton to this cate- 
gory — suggest "a literal folding back" of the image "upon itself." 7 The fold can be a 
kind of duplicative or photographic process because it touches and imprints. However, 
these repeats suggest formal comparisons of similar shapes and arrangements rather 
than rendering exacting copies. They foreground photography's and other reproduc- 
tive technologies' discourse about verisimilitude as well as the failures of exacting rep- 
etition. This technologically facilitated double is not necessarily a trace of the real. 
Deleuze indicates that the double does not have to be a copy of the same or something 
completely different: "It is not a doubling of the One, but a redoubling of the Other. 
It is not a reproduction of the Same, but a repetition of the Different. It is not the ema- 
nation of an 'I,' but something that places in immanence an always other or a Non- 
Self." 8 As Deleuze suggests, the in-between state of the fold and the double indicate 
that there are problems with binary logic and the articulation of a stable and unified self. 

The doubling and persistent folding of the inside and outside, which according to 
Deleuze "resembles exactly the invagination of a tissue in embryology" and the "dou- 
bling in sewing," is rendered by the elasticity of Selter's animal representations, the 
twisting of Silton 's self-portraits, and the shifting status of Gonzales-Day's skin images. 
These artists' renderings of other positions and Deleuze's theory of the fold, which he 
relates to women's bodies and production, suggest femininity, feminist politics, and 
other relationships to body and society. As Joan Key indicates, folding breaks down 
categorizations and the subject positions that rely on such oppositions as "the includ- 
ed and the excluded, the abject and the desirable, the obscene and the seen.'' 9 Folding 
prevents the articulation of distinctions between subjects and objects and a cohesive 
spectatorial position. Deleuze's emphasis on "what resists assimilation, what remains 
foreign even with a presumed identity" and other theories of the fold are useful in 
articulating fragmented and resistant spectatorial engagements and a feminist politics 
that thinks through the folded body to other positions. 10 

The Body Folded and Evacuated 


The bodies of Internet spectators and many other contemporary individuals are con- 
ceptually and physically folded. Jaron Lanier describes a material folding where indi- 
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viduals "live in this constant sort of fetal position" and "are seated in a soft chair 
looking at a world through a glass square, be it the windshield of the car or the screen 
of a television or computer ." 11 The presumed stasis and softness of the Internet and 
computer spectator are often parodied. For instance, Irongull indicates, "By eliminat- 
ing solid food, and using a catheter, I never have to leave the warm comfy cradle of 
my recliner ." 12 The "evolution of mankind" illustration, which appears on a number 
of web sites, depicts the folded body and lapse from an erect stance of Internet and 
computer spectators (figure A.l ). 13 In the image, "man" has given up such powerful 
tools as the jackhammer and is hunched in a decidedly delicate position on a com- 
puter chair. His body is no longer depicted as impermeable or differentiated from the 
environment. 

Debates about comfortable chairs and computing positions regularly appear in such 
Internet forums as Slashdot, which is described as "News for Nerds. Stuff that matters." 
However, there is also a resistance among forum readers to the "typical" programmer's 
soft and folded form that would link them to static spectatorship. By interrogating 
such differences in this afterword, I hope to uncover the desires, visions, and disparate 
cultural forces at work on the body. While academics and popular writers often indi- 
cate that spectators achieve power through their Internet and computer engagements, 
the bodies of spectators are also depicted as excessively soft. This may not be as con- 
tradictory as it seems because early cyberpunk fiction writers equated the skill of male 
computer programmers with the pure mind. For instance, Case and other hackers in 
Gibson's Neuromancer disparagingly refer to the body as "meat" and much prefer the 
"bodiless" state of cyberspace. When Case's nervous system is damaged, he falls into a 
"prison of his own flesh ." 14 In the words of another Gibson character, who is quite 
accepting of this position, "somewhere we have bodies, very far away ." 15 This distance 
from the body also occurs in Tom Maddox's literature when George feels "like some- 
body else was at home" in his body . 16 The material conditions, which encourage 
Stephenson's character Hiro to spend a lot of time in virtual reality because it "beats 
the shit out of the U-Stor-It" where he lives, echo the rotting infrastructure of inner 
cities and the inadequate conditions of people working with and producing comput- 
er technologies on assembly lines . 17 

The cyberpunk fiction of a number of men, and the continuing narratives about 
Internet and computer use, suggest that the female body is unimportant and to be left 
behind in a world that increasingly privileges pure mind . 18 Kevin Robins critiques such 
positions and indicates that the promise that new technologies can free individuals 
from the constraints of the physical body also implies that there is no reason to con- 
sider current ecological, material, and political conditions . 19 At the same time, Internet 




spectators who self-identify as women are never allowed to leave their bodies behind 
because they continue to be deluged with questions about their physical attributes and 
sexual availability. Feminist cyberpunk writers like Pat Cadigan and Melissa Scott pre- 
sent a more body-centric computer engagement. However, the expressed desire to 
leave the body behind, which appears in much of this fiction, is not surprising since 
the body continues to be dismissed within Western tradition . 20 

Narratives about rejecting the body while maintaining the mind are also part of 
academics' and inventors' considerations of artificial intelligence, or AI. For instance, 
Ray Kurzweil indicates that it makes sense to replace or dispose of material bodies 
because individuals identify with the mind . 21 He suggests that this "Evolution of 
Mind," where brains will be downloaded into personal computers and other contain- 
ers, can allow people to overcome death and allow for mind expansion, since the 
growth limits dictated by cranium size will no longer apply . 22 Kurzweil believes that 
the process of downloading someone's brain "won't be perfect at first," "small imper- 
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fections" will not be noticeable because people are always changing, and eventually 
"the newly emergent 'person' will appear to other observers to have very much the 
same personality, history, and memory ." 23 Hans Moravec also associates identity with 
the mind and argues that the individual can soon become a "living brain in a vat ." 24 
He rejects critical and feminist indications that identity is interconnected with the 
body, suggests that this incorrectly "assumes that a person is defined by the stuff of 
which a human body is made," and proposes the model of "pattern-identity," which 
defines the person as "the pattern and the process going on" in the "head and body, not 
the machinery supporting the process ." 25 Moravec wants to preserve the mind and 
thinking processes, but the "rest is mere jelly" and "so messy" that it should be 
discarded . 26 

Kurzweil's and Moravec's rejection of the fleshy body and insistence that corpore- 
ality has no effect on the subject is argued from a centered and empowered position 
where experiences are culturally validated as "normal" and body identity has 
remained largely unlabeled. However, Butler reminds us that gender and other cultur- 
al conceptions of the body produce individuals . 27 Kurzweil's and Moravec's beliefs are 
supported by Western understandings of the individual, which encourage them to 
reject embodiment as messy and feminine. When Kurzweil describes bodies, they are 
frivolous, resistant to change, and female. For example, his character Molly has 
"switched to nonfat muffins" because she needs to "drop at least half a dress size," and 
Nellie asks for but is denied evidence of her lover's "real" body . 28 Kurzweil's depiction 
of a gambler and "problem solver," which is meant to represent him, exists in a world 
where he gazes upon and garners attention from "beautiful women" but is not fully 
satisfied . 29 These writings, like the work of many cyberpunk fiction authors, offer very 
different subject positions for men and women. Male readers, who can identify with 
Kurzweil and Moravec, are promised whatever "mind-hosting bodies" that they 
choose to inhabit as well as the heterosexual "right" to gaze upon women . 30 Kurzweil's 
and Moravec's celebration of particular kinds of intelligence indicates that they intend 
mind-prolonging procedures for traditionally conceived scholars and visionaries. Class 
and race are not directly addressed and their intentions for the futures of other indi- 
viduals are less clear. 

Feminists have critiqued the tendency among philosophers and Western subjects 
toward a mind/body split and the persistent association of the devalued body with 
the feminine. This consideration continues with new technologies . 31 For instance, 
Hayles indicates how the erasure of embodiment is common to both the "liberal 
humanist subject and the cybernetic posthuman," who is envisioned leaving the body 
behind or melding with the machine . 32 The liberal subject was imagined as a rational 
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mind that "possessed a body but was not usually represented as being a body ." 33 In this 
case, the body was an object to control rather than an intrinsic part of the self. The 
body is also made into an "excluded other," according to Morse, when male program- 
mers form elaborate identifications with machines and computer processes . 34 Such 
dualistic approaches, which presume that mind can be detached from body, ignore the 
integral place of sustenance and repair. Eating is rarely incorporated into narratives 
about cyborgs . 35 Morse indicates that the individuals who are attached to computers 
and disengaged from the organic body "have, in fact, at least one body too many — the 
one now largely sedentary carbon-based resting at the control console that suffers 
hunger, corpulence, illness, old age, and ultimately death ." 36 Kurzweil, Moravec, and 
a variety of other technology-oriented writers want to escape this folded and painful 
body. Their desire to leave the body behind is not surprising since the conditions that 
Morse describes are culturally coded as undesirable. However, academics, hackers, 
programmers, and spectators also note that material experiences are not so easily 
displaced. 

Hierarchy and Control 

The bending of the body and the repetitive tasks of computer work can be painful and 
dull. Technology people express concern about "long boring meetings," "particularly 
boring meetings," and "the over night shift for an ISP" with its "long and boring 
shift ." 37 The Work or Spoon web site indicates that on some days, "gouging your eye 
out with a spoon would be so much less painful than going to work ." 38 This psycho- 
logical pain may be understandable since Work or Spoon, FuckedCompany.com, and 
Fuck That Job chronicle the disappearance and downsizing of Internet- and comput- 
er-based companies. These web sites also describe instances of employee anger, 
despair, and boredom that accompany these economic developments . 39 A critical 
consideration of these sites indicates how the position of programmers and other well- 
paid technology workers are changing. It also suggests varied attempts to maintain the 
more respected identities of programmers by producing hierarchy. 

Work or Spoon, FuckedCompany.com, and Fuck That Job readers are understand- 
ably disgusted with the changes in pay and job requirements that have appeared 
in advertisements for computer programming and design work after the demise of any 
start-up companies. However, employees who word process, input information, use 
computers as part of customer service positions, and manufacture hardware are usual- 
ly even more poorly paid and culturally dismissed. Morse indicates that workers are 
despairing over the growing reliance on automation, "devaluation of labor," and "glob- 
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al job crisis," which has them being monitored and competing with machines that 
have "far greater capacities for repetition, speed, and endurance" than they possess. 40 
The indication that endurance has been reached is represented by the angry responses 
in many Internet forums. For instance, shanga-langa-lang notes, "$6ph? To do repeti- 
tive data entry? Fuck this asshole.'' 41 Despite such dismissals, many workers remain 
unsure of what to do about the depreciation of their skills and career opportunities. 

Computer programmers and designers render hierarchy as well as manifestos about 
appropriate pay and work conditions at these job sites. They angrily compare the pay 
offered in advertisements for "skilled" computer work with what is deemed to be less 
desirable employment. Site participants often presume that service and sales workers 
should make less money. One job seeker demeans the skills and hard labor of food ser- 
vice employees when arguing, "I would take the McDonalds Job. You don't need to 
think nearly as much." 42 Other workers and positions are dismissed with comments 
like "Damn. That's almost as much as a manager makes at Mikki D's," "Maybe I 
should aply for a mikki d's manager position," and "I hear Starbucks give you full 
health bennies." 43 Administrative assistants, clerical workers, and support staff are 
labeled as merely a "toady” and "lackie” for higher management and thus not worthy 
of consideration. 44 Dismissing these forms of work articulates an identity, resists a per- 
ceived status shift, dislocates technology positions from the computers that are 
increasingly employed in service and sales work, and counteracts any association with 
the bodily humiliation and control that accompany these other forms of technologi- 
cal employment. 

The resistance of computer programmers and designers to being associated with 
administrative, assembly, and service work is not surprising. Engagements with com- 
puterized production lines and other machines are sometimes intolerable. A Reuters 
news article suggests that "supermarket cashiers in Argentina are being forced to wear 
diapers to keep them from taking toilet breaks at work." 45 Tom indicated on Fuck That 
Job that he was also "assigned to a work station” where he could not leave unless 
someone covered for him. 46 Since that required his "having to go up to 4 or 5 hours 
without a bathroom break," he "used to have to wear diapers.” Marc Linder studies the 
ways that companies sometimes regulate and control workers' bodies, and the resul- 
tant lack of "pee breaks." 47 He describes the "significant problem" of workers being 
denied access to bathrooms, the unnecessary medical risks of not being able to evacu- 
ate, and the excessive expense of having to buy adult diapers because employers do 
not acknowledge workers' needs. 48 These problems persist in computer-facilitated tele- 
marketing companies and some other settings because there are very strict rules about 
workers leaving their assigned positions. 
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Describing the relationship between these technologies and Internet spectatorship 
is not easy. A variety of workers engage with computers and computerized technolo- 
gies but have no connectivity on the job or can only view Internet sites that are relat- 
ed to work. For some workers, Internet and computer time has become more regulat- 
ed as employers develop concerns about productivity. For instance, the mobile phone 
retailer Phones 4U banned email to "boost production." 49 As such corporate decisions 
suggest, employers sometimes conceptualize telemarketers and other individuals as a 
kind of machine that performs tasks but has no needs. Ffowever, the bodies of work- 
ers do not always respond positively to intense, repetitive, and lengthy interactions 
with computers. Cindy Brown indicates that her cashier job, which includes engaging 
with computers, "consists of working for six hours, repetitively greeting customers, 
scanning groceries, taking money, thanking the customer." She notes that this may 
seem easy but adds that standing "for six hours straight is no small feat — between knee 
aches, back aches and headaches, six hours can feel like an eternity." 50 Morse's account 
of academic work indicates that her "aching body is physically bound to the comput- 
er." 51 In both these descriptions, the worker's body is captured and held by the tech- 
nology and services it. When production, service, and telemarketing jobs, and the 
oppressive and painful conditions that they sometimes require, are removed from 
common conceptions of the Internet and computer, it is easier to support contempo- 
rary narratives about positively reconfigured bodies and minds. 

The Spectator in Pain 

Some feminist science fiction novelists highlight how the bodies of Internet and com- 
puter spectators become doubled and cramped. In Scott's Trouble and Her Friends, 
Internet and computer spectators are reminded of their fragile and easily damaged 
state. Bodies are foregrounded rather than transcended when characters engage for 
any length of time. During one computer session, Trouble's fingers cramped so 
extremely "inside the tight shell of the metal-bound glove" that she "winced" and 
"straightened slowly" when disengaging. 52 In Cadigan's Dervish Is Digital, Konstantin 
constantly addresses her flesh and the ways "the stretch waist band of her trousers 
seemed close to the limit." 53 Her body also cramps and folds. After Konstantin disen- 
gages from the interface, her "left foot seized up and she fell over onto the carpet, rub- 
bing her instep and pushing her toes back hard." Her "cramp ebbed, renewed, ebbed 
again.'' 54 Scott's, Cadigan's, and other feminist science fiction writers' descriptions of 
folded and mutable bodies, which are physically and psychically damaged, may be 
acceptable or even expected because they are incorporated into female subjects. 
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Descriptions of pain also appear in Slashdot, Ars Technica, and other web-based 
forums, which display writings from programmers and computer technology workers 
that often self-represent as male. There are concerned posts about how "games always 
cause some pain," the "long-lasting (and intense) pain in my right index finger, the 
only finger I used for mouse navigation," and "experiencing near constant excruciat- 
ing pain in my arms, hands, and wrists." 55 The descriptions of pain that appear regu- 
larly in such forums indicate that bodies are being put under extreme strain. Internet 
and computer engagement needs to be drastically redesigned and rethought for these 
technologies to continue as an element of daily life. However, programmers who post 
about pain usually want to maintain a lifestyle that includes long periods of program- 
ming and gaming. Ergonomic and technological suggestions are provided so specta- 
tors can continue or even expand their Internet and computer use. For instance, 
Syncophant-16 recommends a product that allows him to play longer. He used to 
"play civ3 for about 3 straight hours . . . before being out of commission for a couple 
of days." Now he "can do about 16 hours straight and . . . play again the next day — 
huge improvement." 56 Other programmers switch the mouse to the other hand or take 
breaks in order to be "at the computer constantly, 12-14 hours a day." 57 While 
Ashtrashe expresses amazement that there are people who "play a lot of games despite 
having problems with their wrists and hands" and wonders if it is worth it, blasikov 
insists, "Of course it is!" 58 For some individuals, a certain amount of pain and bodily 
damage is an acceptable trade-off in order to continue using the computer. Others 
make distinctions between intermittent and unbearable pain that will permanently 
prevent programming, gaming, and money making. 

Some programmers make the body into a technology and describe arms and hands 
as "tools" in order to reconceptualize pain. 59 Relgar notes, "It's the nastiest scare for 
techie types to have random pains in what amounts to the tools of the profession." 60 
These programmers acknowledge pain at the same time that they displace weak or soft 
flesh, evoke narratives about humanist and posthuman subjects, and control bodies 
while not wanting to be bodies. For instance, a dieting programmer transforms the 
body into a version of the computer when suggesting that "you too can lose that 
'Server Case' and bring it down to a slim 'Mini Tower.'" 61 In a technology review, Adam 
"Stone Table" Israel offers IMAK Smart Gloves as a hardware solution that will make 
the body "stone" hard and resolve pain. Israel casts himself as a soldier, overcoming 
weakness through determination, and indicates that he has "fought recurring prob- 
lems with both wrists over the years.'' 62 He also notes that "inflamed, weak wrists may 
be a source of ridicule for some, but it's nothing to laugh at when it happens to you." 63 
Programmers' pains are sometimes dismissed as unmanly because weak wrists are 
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coded as gay and effeminate . 64 Technology forums rarely mention alternative sexuali- 
ties in a positive way, and pain in the arms and hands is believed to be an aspect of a 
"less successful" male programmer's lifestyle where sex with women is replaced with 
masturbating and pornography. Requests for help in dealing with hand pain receive 
suggestions to "jerk off less" and indications that posters are "resisting" porn, or 
"prOn," and "one-handed-typing" jokes, which obviously allow them to humorously 
comment on masturbating . 65 These responses occur because pain suggests a lack of 
personal control. 

Male programmers, or at least individuals representing themselves and accepted by 
other readers as male, present stories about conquering pain, containing and solidify- 
ing the body, and resisting flows, fat, and other soft states. Critical considerations of 
masculinity, including Theweleit's study of German soldiers, provide ways to under- 
stand these concerns. Theweleit indicates that one type of soldier, or the "man of 
steel," wants to "dam in, and to subdue any force that threatens to transform him back 
into the horribly disorganized jumble of flesh, hair, skin, intestines, and feelings ." 66 
Bordo notes that the "ideal" body is firm, contained, and "bolted down" because this 
protects "against eruption from within" and verifies the individual . 67 This desire to 
become a "man of steel" is also present in the cyberpunk fiction of Gibson, with its 
aversion to "meat," and the AI theories of Kurzweil and Moravec, which want to excise 
the "jelly." Programmers are also interested in gaining control over messy and easily 
damaged bodies because its "jumble" links them to the feminine. They idealize a 
mechanized body, which displaces internal functions, and imagine that when the 
"correct" keyboard, mouse, computer, screen, chair, and desk are purchased and set up 
properly they can transcend the limits of the corporeal body. There is a desire to con- 
trol pain, according to Kim Sawchuck, Cathy Busby, and Bill Burns, because it indi- 
cates that there is no independent agent who is in complete and absolute control . 68 
Programmers and other Internet spectators try to establish their knowledge of a series 
of technologies, including the body, and authority so there is no invalidating pain. 

The Fat and the Fold 

Many programmers are interested in having a firm and coherent body, but they also 
present narratives about soft male flesh, in part because they are considering their 
inability to reach a hard and solid state. These representations cannot reveal the mate- 
rial body of any individual, but they do suggest that Internet spectators represent male 
flesh in ways that are quite uncommon in physical settings. Critically examining these 
narratives should offer some ways to rethink the relationship between body and 
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gender and be equally productive for other individuals. Silverman argues that bring- 
ing about "a large-scale reconfiguration of male identification and desire would, at the 
very least, permit female subjectivity to be lived differently." 69 As it is currently 
employed, "feminine" can be attached to almost anything, but it always evokes 
woman. 70 Male programmers' tales about their bodies offer examples of men render- 
ing feminine behaviors and indicate that equating women to femininity and men to 
masculinity does not provide a complete understanding of individual bodies and 
behaviors. Considering these representations can make alternative representations of 
the male body visible, rather than allowing culture to continue associating men with 
the mind. As Silverman indicates, critically engaging with these narratives about fat 
should help society rethink the female as well as the male spectator's position. 

Narratives about nerds and geeks in text-based communication settings, Usenet, 
cyberpunk literature, and films like War Games (John Badham, 1983) and Thomas in 
Love (Pierre-Paul Renders, 2000) depict pasty-faced and asocial men languishing in the 
monitor's glow. 71 The programmer Sir_Timothy humorously and ambivalently 
describes his lifestyle as "get up, walk to computer, use computer, eat, go to the bath- 
room." 72 Charles Arthur describes the attendees of a hacker conference as "about 20 
pounds overweight. It's all those hours at the keyboard." 73 Society tends to associate 
computer workers with large and unexercised bodies. There are pronouncements that 
"geekus midwestus" has "rolls and rolls of fat" and that the Internet is "full" of "fat ass 
ugly guys." 74 Negative and harassing posts suggest that some male programmers are 
unable to control their bodies. There are suggestions that you can lose weight if you 
were to get "off your lazy ass and do something," instructions to "get off your ass, stop 
watching >4 hours of TV, eating a bucket of crap (chips, popcorn, burgers, whatever)," 
and contentions that "eating is about self control and not being a child." 75 This lack 
of control is usually coded as feminine and associated with women. However, the bod- 
ies of women programmers are rarely mentioned in these discussions, and women 
seem less likely to post in these forums on body issues, perhaps because they already 
encounter so many comments and social pressures in other situations. Men are the 
intended targets of these comments, which provide moral superiority to those with 
bodily control and render larger individuals as weak and indolent. 76 

Comments about getting up indicate that the chair and sitting are sometimes per- 
ceived as negative aspects of the male computer programmer's lifestyle. TobyWong 
notes the problems facing programmers because of the cultural tendency to equate sit- 
ting with "goofing off" and the fact that computer work requires a certain amount of 
stasis and focus on the screen. 77 Programmers indicate that they are "sitting and 
slouching" and "sitting at computers for 8, 10, 12, even 24 hours at a time." 78 
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Programmers joke about needing to be "surgically removed from" their chairs; 
observes one of them, "I have been sitting at my PC so long that my fat has curled 
around the posts on my chair and I can't get out ." 79 Their comments indicate concerns 
about embodied positions and the sense that many male spectators cannot detach 
from the screen and its representations . 80 Bodily folding is incorporated into comput- 
er spectatorship with these descriptions of programmers losing their male form. Some 
programmers accept or even ambivalently celebrate their soft state and sedentary 
lifestyle, but others fear that such behaviors are a "recipe for obesity," "muscle loss," 
and disrespect . 81 Testimonials and requests for diets appear in a number of forums . 82 

Individuals who self-present as male programmers in Internet settings write about 
the male body, concerns about weight, and fear of fat in ways that feminize them. 
Ironic commentary on the lifestyles and eating habits of male programmers and other 
intensive computer users abound. This fascination with the male body is notable. 
While men are traditionally expected to view the female form — a problem that femi- 
nists have addressed — such Internet stories indicate that men are often considering 
the bodies of other men. Their focus suggests a homosocial or even homosexual set- 
ting and system of desire. However, this male-centric setting, which certainly presents 
problems for other gender-representing individuals, does not inherently lead to a con- 
solidation of power. These men are coded as feminine because they seem to exist with- 
in an excessively meaty and embodied state. 

Feminist scholars indicate how intense views and intimate engagements with the 
body are usually associated with women and femininity. However, society continues 
to attribute women's interest in clothing, home decorating, thinness, and youth, 
which are obviously encouraged through a variety of cultural processes, to an essen- 
tial femininity. Instances of male programmers' "endless obsession about 'weight,"' as 
Doom describes it, make it more difficult to render the body as a "woman's domain" 
and indicate the need for society to address the continued proliferation of body inse- 
curities . 83 Something happens to the male spectator's position and the category "man" 
because, as Bordo indicates, the "man who cares about his looks the way a woman 
does, self-esteem on the line, ready to be shattered at the slightest insult or increase in 
weight gain, is unmanly; sexually suspect ." 84 Male programmers, whose sexuality and 
ability to attract women are already questioned by the popular media, become even 
more suspect and complicated when they spend time focusing on male bodies. Male 
programmers' ironic comments about bodies are an attempt to detach them from cul- 
tural evaluation by indicating that they do not care, expressing what would otherwise 
be said about them, retaining power despite differences, and denying their underlying 
concerns about physiognomy. 
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Men and the Weight Loss "Challenge" 

An ongoing thread on Ars Technica, which is entitled "Ars Weight Loss Challenge," 
presents numerous thoughts about the weight, body shape, clothing issues, diet, and 
exercise routines of male programmers. The thread represents men oscillating between 
despair and fascination with their physique. The participation of women is fairly 
minor, and women's bodies are represented in disappointingly traditional ways by 
men. However, a close examination of this Internet forum still offers the opportunity 
to consider detailed renderings of men's bodies. These descriptions provide some 
uneasy reading because it is difficult to detach unfamiliar representations of the body 
from invasive viewing even though similar expressions from women are common. I 
have had more ethical concerns about this chapter than other materials in this book, 
perhaps because it provides descriptions of less normative male bodies . 85 Many of 
these programmers are attached to their Internet representations and concerned about 
their bodies. However, there are also aspects of the challenge that follow already estab- 
lished Internet conventions. Such familiar themes as the inactive lifestyle of comput- 
er workers, feelings of abjection, identifying as fat, and issues of control are presented. 

Men's descriptions of physicality, which appear in a variety of Internet forums, 
indicate their discomfort with being embodied and in contact with their own skin. 
There are descriptions of being "a big, fat, ballooned caricature of myself" and having 
a "sandbag around my waist ." 86 An uneasiness with being visible and the object of the 
gaze is indicated by unhappy descriptions of when "your shirt doesn't hide your real 
body form anymore, IIIEEEHHHHHH! YUCK !" 87 These expressions of detachment, 
body loathing, and being "bummed" about the "mushy" parts of the body are not sur- 
prising . 88 Moira Gatens and other recent feminist researchers indicate that discomfort 
and repulsion toward the body accompany Western thought and society . 89 These posts 
about male bodies also render "somatophobia" or fear of the body and apprehension 
about women. However, this body loathing is not solely about a morbid fear and 
hatred of women, as Gatens indicates is often the case. The writings of male program- 
mers indicate that they also have a deep dislike of their own bodies. 

Programmers also express concerns about being displaced from normative mas- 
culinity. This results in a desire to "reduce the man-tits" and a belief that there is 
"nothing worse than man-tits ." 90 Male programmers' aversion to roundness, softness, 
and accentuated breasts may be particularly pronounced because these characteristics 
are all associated with women. Iris Marion Young notes that "breasts are the most vis- 
ible sign of a woman's femininity ." 91 Men and women are encouraged to regulate their 
breasts in ways that enforce traditional gender positions. For example, Bordo indicates 
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the "deep political meaning" in women's refusal to "discipline" the breasts for the 
visual pleasure of other individuals in the 1960s. 92 While it is more rarely discussed, 
men usually strive to render their breasts so that they are culturally acceptable. Men 
use differentiating terms such as "pecs" or "chest" to produce bodies that appear to be 
different from what has been culturally understood as woman. Such concepts also 
allow men to distance themselves from breasts' "fluid being," amorphous aspects, and 
indefinite shape, which may be carried over into a general body image and identity. 93 

When joining the Ars Technica thread, male programmers represent themselves as 
overweight. The terms used in their self-descriptions are often brutal. Dave88 identi- 
fied as "a fat bugger," and Ferret was "tired of my geek pudgyness." 94 However, this 
focus on body image, which feminizes the participants, often leads to stories about 
"successfully" exercising, dieting, and improved appearance. Detailed information 
about weight and body mass, calorie intake, foods eaten, and exercise practices pro- 
vide ways to tabulate and graph the body. These accounts are accompanied by indica- 
tions that "my torso looks better, and my shirt hangs off my chest and shoulders 
instead of pooching out around my belly" and that "the veins in my arms are begin- 
ning to show again, faintly. Proof positive that the fat is melting away." 95 Participants 
use this "evidence," which is sometimes accompanied by "before and after" images, to 
act as authorities about weight loss and exercise. They argue about the benefits of dif- 
ferent programs, provide encouragement and advice to others, and use weight loss as 
an example of their knowledge. The authority asserted in other technology forums, 
which provide details on the attributes and specifications of computer technologies, is 
also established in these discussions about male bodies. 

As the challenge thread continues, the narratives increasingly emphasize individual 
control and stamina. For instance, MrDetermination renders perseverance and other 
traits that are traditionally associated with masculinity through his user name and 
posted comments. He suggests that "pain, suffering, commitment, endurance . . . these 
things are always hard, always. . . . Overcome the pain." 96 His ideas about pain are par- 
ticularly striking since the men who participate in this forum frequently have to stop 
exercising and body improvement regimens because of injuries. MrDetermination's 
instructions to overcome pain are connected to traditional conceptions of what it 
means to perform masculinity appropriately and to the transformation of the body 
into a machine. The writings of male programmers, which appear in such forums, 
often repeat aspects of the liberal humanist and posthuman narratives about control- 
ling the body. There is little interest in just being a body but a great deal of concern 
with tabulating and ordering every aspect of embodiment, which includes food 
intake, exercise, and weight, and developing the body into an ideal male form. 
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MrDetermination encourages the production of a hard male body, but narratives 
about being "out of control" and having less than an ideal body continued to appear. 97 
For instance, Kraicat describes his food intake as "2 pieces of pizza, a pack of cookies 
and root beer for breakfast" and asks for "HEEELLLPPP!!!" 98 There is a sense that being 
larger is "all your fault," according to Carol Squires. 99 The challenge thread supports 
this idea with indications that "discipline ALWAYS = results." 100 The belief that any- 
one can lose weight and develop a muscular physique means that any inability to 
achieve the norm indicates that "you're a failure because you can't control your body, 
can't keep the discipline, can't fit the standard." 101 Nevertheless, it is not surprising 
that many male programmers are unable to achieve a hardened and less fluid state. 
Theweleit notes that the ideal of the steel figure, which the soldier wished for and was 
expected to achieve, was barely approximated. 102 The media condemnation of large 
bodies and the United States' declarations about rising obesity articulate normative 
physiognomy and indicate that many individuals are not achieving cultural expecta- 
tions. Aspects of this standard are reinforced by the challenge, but male programmers' 
focus on their bodies also indicates some conflicts in current conceptions of masculin- 
ity. Their writings present bodies that fold, curl around chairs, persist in a "half melt- 
ed" state, and rest between varied subject positions. 103 

Erotic Folding 

Society indicates that men achieve a more ideal physical and intellectual distance from 
screen representations. However, the overinvolvement of male programmers and 
other spectators with body image contradicts these narratives and makes them more 
feminine. As I have already suggested, society relates the close connection between 
body and screen to feminine and female positions. Doane has shown how intimate, 
passive, and undesirable viewing positions are all associated with women. 104 Luce 
Irigaray uses cultural conceptions of women's nearness to the body and self-contact 
with flesh to propose a positive form of women's embodiment, which constantly 
folds, and Laura U. Marks suggests that there are haptic as well as optic viewing 
engagements. 105 These positions are employed as feminine and feminist political 
strategies. They emphasize embodied differences — shifts in body position — as parts of 
the object are touched and experienced, and tactile forms of seeing that are con- 
trary to the controlling gaze. The spectator's tactile relationship with body, chair, and 
other aspects of the local environment encourage very different narratives about 
embodiment and viewing. 
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The experience of a folded, seated, and self-touching body is described as both erot- 
ic and abject. For instance, dhamsaic notes that one thing he hates about "being a 
computer geek" is the “sweaty-ass™" where "you've been sitting in the same chair for 
6 hours coding or browsing or quaking or whatever and the heat and humidity make 
for a relatively uncomfortable rear." 106 This is because, as Bordo indicates, we "bend 
over, we sit down, and the flesh coalesces in spots." 107 Male programmers' descriptions 
of sticking to chairs, back and arm pain, abrasions from fabric, and the weight of flesh 
highlight the body rather than allowing a transcendental collapse with the computer 
screen. As the work of Irigaray and Marks suggests, this conjunction and folding of the 
body is not always rejected. Sedgwick imagines a purpose for this flesh and a "use to 
being fat" because it seemed that no one "could come to harm” when "enfolded" in 
her touch. 108 Bernadette Bosky argues that "all that flesh and skin is there to be 
enjoyed." 109 Sites about big beautiful women, bears, and belly builders offer ways to 
enjoy flesh and provide a corollary to the dominant position on body size. 110 

Some Internet spectators also note that flesh can be arranged in unexpected ways. 
Wraithlyn indicates that there are Internet and computer spectators who "don't walk 
erect at ALL." 111 She encourages a consideration of the "wheelchair bound reader" and 
the "child who hasn't learned to walk yet, but sits on a parent's lap and stares at the 
screen." Nancy Mairs contemplates being a wheelchair user, "the discomfort and even 
distaste that a misshapen body arouses," and the personal pleasures of her body in 
contact with fabric and skin. 112 She provides an embodied erotic that embraces wheel- 
chair users' bodies, the "corporeal conversation” with her caregiving partner, and seat- 
ed positions. 113 It may not be the typical conception of computer-facilitated erotic, but 
the seated body is in a constant process of readjusting and self-touching. This frottage 
includes the slide of moist flesh and the overlapping of skin. Depending on the desired 
position, the multiple folds of the computer spectator can render a horror of flesh or 
engage the whole body in pleasurable self-controlled sensation. 

It is tempting to argue that the intimate bodily contact of Internet and computer 
spectators will have a radical effect. Mairs notes that the "world you see" and experi- 
ence while sitting "is definitely different from the one you see when you're 
standing.” 114 Her writings and the postings of programmers also indicate that people 
view seated spectators differently. However, cultural messages about ideal bodies and 
viewing positions often prevent any recognition of these states. Such cultural engage- 
ments as reading, theater, film, and television offer a history of seated spectatorial 
positions, but the details of folded bodies have rarely been addressed. 115 Instead of 
acknowledging the properties of seated bodies, our ideals for bodies have become even 
more stringent, as Bordo indicates, and Western society rejects the slightest softness 
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and bulge as revolting and disorderly, even though folded bodies cannot achieve a 
streamlined shape. 116 An erotic of seated Internet and computer spectatorship offers a 
way to render and appreciate different kinds of bodies and to resist empowering nar- 
ratives about computer use. Without alternative models of seated and soft bodies, we 
are encouraging a technology of waste in which individuals are encouraged to overdi- 
et and overexercise and to try to reach impossible ideals of sitting without folding. 

Conclusion: A Technology of Waste 

The narratives about Internet and computer use, which indicate that they empower 
individuals and free them from unpleasant material conditions, are contradicted by 
the ways that some workers must engage. The Internet and computer also place indi- 
viduals, particularly those in developing countries, at risk and produce a technology 
of waste. Toby Miller describes how the obsolescence of television monitors affects the 
ecology and health of individuals. 117 He notes that they are made under dangerous 
conditions by Chinese, Indian, and Mexican women who leave family and relocate to 
manufacturing areas in their respective countries. When these monitors are discarded, 
they are sent back to China and other developing countries. Young children and other 
people take this electronic equipment apart without appropriate protection from the 
toxic substances they contain, and in a much less organized production process than 
was used in the manufacture of this equipment. The associated health and environ- 
mental risks of electronic waste disposal, which include audio and stereo equipment, 
cell phones, digital and video cameras, computers, computer peripherals, DVD play- 
ers, fax and copying machines, television and computer monitors, VCRs, video-game 
consoles, and other wireless devices, are much larger than even Miller indicates. In 
1998, more than 20 million personal computer processors became obsolete in the 
United States but only about 13 percent were recycled or reused. 118 More than 3.2 mil- 
lion tons of electronic waste is put into landfills each year in the United States. 119 In 
the European Union, electronic equipment comprised 4 percent of the municipal 
waste in 2000, and it increases by 16-28 percent every five years. 120 

The correct handling and disposal of these electronic products needs to be add- 
ressed because about "40% of the heavy metals, including lead, mercury and cad- 
mium, in landfills come from electronic equipment discards." 121 However, many 
consumers, technology workers — including those who take equipment apart after it is 
discarded, and even landfill employees are unaware that cathode ray tubes (CRTs) and 
some other electronic materials contain large amounts of lead and other harmful 
materials and qualify as toxic waste. 122 While the dismantling of electronic equipment 
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is often described as "recycling," a report from The Basel Action Network (BAN) and 
Silicon Valley Toxics Coalition (SVTC) indicates that this term elides such unhealthy 
behaviors as smashing cathode ray tubes and other parts, shredding, and burning. 123 
In such places as Guiyu, China, adults and children demanufacture computers and 
other electronics for about $1.20 a day in unregulated, unsafe, and disorganized con- 
ditions. 124 Leaving scrap outside, using open vats of acid to reclaim precious metals, 
and burning electronic parts has released so many toxins into the environment that 
water now has to be shipped in from other sources. 125 Workers suffer a variety of chron- 
ic illnesses because of these practices, and there are high incidences of birth defects 
and infant mortality. 126 Prisoners in the United States, who were employed by compa- 
nies like Dell, also disassembled products without proper equipment and safety precau- 
tions because there were concerns about making dangerous tools available to them. 127 

The involvement of developing countries, people of color, and other populations in 
the demanufacturing of television and computer equipment is significantly different 
from the happy and well cared for global computer-facilitated workforce that IBM, 
Microsoft, and other computer and software companies depict. The news coverage 
after the release of the BAN and STVC report spurred some companies to move their 
disassembly operations to more sophisticated facilities in the United States. 128 Dell also 
announced in July 2003 that it would not longer be using prisoners and initiated a 
recycling program for U.S. consumers. 129 Retailers have also offered recycling events in 
connection with computer manufacturers. 130 However, this has not completely 
stopped the shipping of materials to developing countries for demanufacturing. 
Design practices continue to be part of the problem because they require toxic mate- 
rials in computer and other electronic equipment manufacturing, make it extremely 
difficult to take systems apart, prevent people from knowing what is inside this equip- 
ment, and demand time-intensive and risky disassembly practices. 131 

These histories, which are also the current future for all electronic products, present 
different connections between technology and society than most current representa- 
tions of the Internet and computer. For instance, advertisements for new monitors 
promise a verdant place that the spectator can access inside the screen, but upgrading 
computers and other technologies increases the toxic materials in the environment. 
The representations of natural untouched places, where computers have disappeared, 
are contrary to the current visibility of these technologies in home spaces, workplaces, 
and the outdoors. Cyberpunk authors tend to provide fascinated descriptions of an 
environment littered with technological waste at the same time that they envision 
"cyberspace" as a way of escaping the more unpleasant aspects of this material condi- 
tion. However, there are exceptions to these narratives about leaving the body behind. 
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Stephenson describes a "Group of Environmental Extremists" tracking business and 
industrial polluting in Zodiac: The Eco-Thriller . 132 Sterling's Heavy Weather portrays a 
world where escalating levels of pollutants in the atmosphere have increased the 
greenhouse effect and done irreparable harm . 133 Margaret Atwood's Oryx and Crake, 
Octavia Butler's Parable of the Sower, Sheri S. Tepper's The Fresco, and many other works 
depict worlds that are unpleasantly reconfigured by escalating greed, hate, inequities 
between rich and poor, and industrial pollutants . 134 Combining these narratives with 
current conceptions of Internet and computer use would provide a much more com- 
plicated portrayal of how technologies function in contemporary society. 

Sterling has also been active in encouraging other understandings of the Internet 
and computer. He helped start the Dead Media Project, which provides information 
about previous media failures in the hopes that society can avoid repeating previous 
mistakes, and proposed and implemented the Viridian design movement, which 
addresses the greenhouse effect and other unsustainable aspects of the world's mater- 
ial infrastructure . 135 Sterling calls for a new relationship between humans and objects 
where "spimes" make current industrial processes explicit and allow consumers or 
"end-users" to understand the aspects of products, reuse parts and information, and 
safely dispose of things that no longer work . 136 He argues that current forms of con- 
sumption, where things are constantly discarded and replaced, are reaching their 
limits; there are no longer any unused and unpopulated areas where things can be 
thrown away; and the current processes of disposal are doing serious harm. Sterling 
wants a system where it is possible to "locate valuable objects that are dead, and fold 
them back into the product stream ." 137 Sterling's spime suggests processes of folding 
bodies, culture, the environment, and technologies in ways that inform and make 
obvious all the aspects and stakes in the system. 

Academics and spectators should consider these ecological issues and how celebrat- 
ing Internet and computer technologies without noting the accompanying problems 
can support unethical industrial practices. Miller indicates that these environmental 
issues have not been addressed in media studies because most television scholars are 
concerned with "female subjectivities .'' 138 His descriptions of the ecological risks that 
accompany computer and television technologies are notable. However, his dismissal 
of television and other media theories may be premature. A number of academic dis- 
ciplines, which include but are not limited to television studies, offer methods to con- 
sider the systems of power and knowledge that have produced this economy. Feminist 
theories of spectatorship and theories of female subjectivities also present critical 
strategies to oppose the representations of the "other" that often accompany these 
reports. Postcolonial and critical race studies and a variety of other critical strategies 
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can indicate how populations are made to seem dispensable because of their age, class, 
gender, global position, race, or sexuality. Engaging with the varied aspects of the 
Internet and computer requires the adoption of critical strategies from different disci- 
plines. Despite Miller's dismissal of certain forms of media analysis, a critical engage- 
ment with Internet and computer spectatorship and the environmental issues that 
accompany digital technologies could start with the kinds of strategies proposed in 
this book. 

Critical approaches to the Internet and computer should address the interrelated 
practices that work on bodies, produce spectators and screen representations, and ren- 
der certain understandings of the world. These theories might also provide ways to 
correlate the constructed aspects of the Internet and computer, narratives about 
empowered users, and descriptions of fleshy programmers. I am resistant to under- 
standing Internet and computer representations as "people" because this tends to 
make a variety of stereotypes real. However, there are reasons to attend to what Hayles 
describes as "mindbody." She encourages the academic and spectator to understand 
"the body and embodiment in relational terms, as processes emerging from complex 
recursive interactions rather than as pre-existing entities .'' 139 The challenge in investi- 
gating the Internet and computer is to engage with the so-called mindbody, identities 
that emerge from complex technological systems, and computer-facilitated interac- 
tions while interrogating rather than accepting the narratives that accompany such 
positions. This practice could productively adopt the fold as its critical model, 
acknowledge how varied social forces are in conversation, and resist imagining that 
everything is the same. 
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at finishing a long and challenging project, I continue to be confronted with images 
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